                     Lessons from the Jungle

                        by Gary H. Anthes

The enemy rockets always came at night, but they were not well aimed and rarely did much damage. And when a buddy was bitten by a poisonous snake as he took cover in a bunker during a red alert, I decided to stay in bed whenever the rockets came in.

But just before dawn on Feb. 24, 1970, the Viet Cong got lucky, and I learned about disaster recovery.

A rocket launched from somewhere in the Vietnamese jungle hit the U.S. Navy Supply Depot near Da Nang, miraculously landing on a stack of 6,000 anti-tank mines. The exploding mines sent shock waves across the depot, flattening the data processing center where I worked. Secondary explosions continued for 13 hours.

When I heard the mammoth explosion at my camp several miles away, I immediately thought of the gray case holding the five tapes that were updated each day and taken off-site in case computer processing ever had to be moved to the Navy's emergency facility in the Philippines. But the case holding the backup data files wasn't in its familiar spot by my bed; I had forgotten to take it with me the previous evening. With visions of courts martial dancing through my head, I drove to the Supply Depot to help in the clean-up and recovery effort.

Although the building housing the computer center had collapsed, the IBM 1401 computer and it's coterie of electro-mechanical punched card machines seemed more or less intact, although covered with tons of dust and debris. And the case holding the mag tapes was were I had left it, apparently unharmed.

Two civilian IBM engineers soon arrived on the scene, and if they slept at all over the next few days, it wasn't apparent. The computer was wheeled to an intact warehouse nearby, where Navy Sea Bees worked around the clock to install a raised floor and air conditioning. Thanks to these heroic efforts and to IBM's industrial strength vacuum cleaners, the equipment was cleaned up and working again within a week.

The IBM 1401 -- a predecessor to the System 360 -- had all the processing power and memory of today's arcade games, but it ran three shifts a day, seven days a week keeping track of an inventory of 105,000 items supporting requisitions worth $32 million a month. Although the computer and its inventory control applications were critical to the Navy's mission of supplying combat troops, disaster recovery was executed so quickly that Navy brass elected not to send me to the Philippines with the backup tapes. Thus, I escaped a court martial and never learned whether the explosions had jiggled the tapes' bits into alphabet soup.

There are some lessons in all of this for today's data center manager, none of them having to do with Viet Cong rockets, anti-tank mines or poisonous snakes. First, expect the unexpected. Second, have a gold-plated service contract backed up by dedicated, competent people.  Last, if you're the one entrusted with the case of backup tapes, don't leave work without it.

