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The Contribution of
Robert Overton Evans
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One of my first opportunities to use a computer came in about

1979 when I enrolled in a Fortran programming class at a local
community college. The computer center was similar to other

computer centers I visited at the time. The centerpiece was an IBM/360
mainframe computer.

THE SANCTUM SANCTORUM

One room of the windowless computing center was filled with mas-
sive keypunch machines, most of them attended by students painstak-
ingly trying to get the square keypunch holes letter-perfect in the
Hollerith cards that represented their current class assignments. Even a
small and unsophisticated program might very well comprise six inch-
es of stacked and sorted cards, and occasionally a student would let
loose a string of epithets as his card deck toppled to the floor in disor-
der. Another smaller room housed The Printer, a noisy omnivore that
could pile up a cubic foot of printed 132-column paper in an astonish-
ingly short period of time.

The largest room in the computer center was the computer room
itself, a very clean, well-lit glass enclosure. Under the raised tile floor-
ing, thick conduit ran from the mainframe to peripheral devices like the
printer and keypunch card reader. Tape drives were lined up like sen-
tinels, rapidly whirring their tapes back and forth under servo control.
Valuable hard drives the size of washing machines were delicately
supervised by the technological elite. Those elites sometimes fit the
early stereotype of the computer geek perfectly but just as often they
did not. Some computer centers even had large panels of blinking
lights, installed as much for the purpose of impressing the bumpkins as
anything else. A small darkened room in a corner offered a row of
green-and-white Tektronix displays and keyboards for those willing to
try their hand at Unix, APL or Scott Adams’ adventure games.

The entire building was cooled to the low sixties 24-hours a day. In
the center of this was the IBM/360, a massive, mysterious machine.
When it crashed everything stopped. When software upgrades or
repairs were necessary, the computer center was closed while IBM
employees and the otherwise anointed worked feverishly (we were
told) to restore it to full functionality.

THE IBM/360

The IBM/360 was developed in the early sixties. With a full com-
plement of peripheral devices it weighed thirteen tons and used 56
Kilowatts of electricity. Robert Overton Evans was an EE who had

graduated from Iowa State in 1949. He was already an IBM veteran
with over ten years with the firm when he, Gene Amdahl, Fred Brooks
and Erich Block began work on the new mainframe computer.

There was disagreement over new product development at IBM at
the time.

Brooks had wanted to create a variety of special purpose computers.
Evans had the idea of renovating the entire IBM product line, dropping
all available development resources into a new general-purpose com-
puter. Evans won, and he was on the development team that eventually
spent $5 billion to create the new product line. Since IBM revenues at
the time were slightly over $3 billion, this was a substantial risk, but
famed board chairman Thomas Watson was behind the project.

360 DEGREE ARCHITECTURE

Watson was ready to bet the farm on “Bo” Evans’ idea that the future
of computing would be determined by standardizing a system architec-
ture to be applicable to an entire product line. Where past IBM models
were usually custom-made and had often been designed to perform a
single specific task again and again (such as calculating the trajectory
of a rocket or projectile), the new line of IBM/360 mainframes would
address “all points of the compass.” Microelectronics (but not micro-
processors) increased the central processing unit to unprecedented
speeds. Offered in nineteen different configurations, the system could
be outfitted with as much as eight megabytes of memory, increasing the
maximum addressable memory to sixty times that of earlier models.
More importantly, the CPU could be partitioned to allow simultaneous
processing of dissimilar jobs. Processor time could be divided up and
sold to mortgage companies, oil companies, universities, banks, serv-
ice bureaus and municipal entities. The architecture was sustained over
years and dozens of models.

On the day in April 1964 the 360 was introduced, over 100,000 cor-
porate leaders attended IBM sales meetings in 165 cities nationwide.
Press conferences were held in 15 other countries. Watson heralded the
product introduction as the most important in the fifty-year history of
IBM, and it probably was.

Systems were not sold, but one could be leased for as little as $2700
per month. As a firm or organization outgrew it, IBM employees would
take full charge of the task of deinstalling the old machine and
installing a new, more powerful model 360. Even the top-end
IBM360/95, leased for $115,000, would run all the software written for
the lowly 360/25 or for any model in between. In fact, even the most
recent models of IBM mainframe will still run software written for the
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360. Though hundreds of patents were granted based on the 360 design,
compatibility was the premiere innovation of Bob Evans.

BOB EVANS HONORED

The success of the IBM/360 was one that sustained IBM for decades
to follow, and with its acceptance Bob Evans had become a mainstay
of the IBM management team. He served in various capacities at IBM
in the years that followed, including stints as director of the Data
Systems Division, the Federal Systems Division, and the Systems
Communications Division that pioneered Systems Network
Architecture, a protocol for mainframe communications that was pop-
ular for a decade. In1984 Evans retired from the position of IBM VP of
Engineering, Programming and Technology.

Evans had come a long way from his birth in Grand Island,
Nebraska. In 1985, along with his 360 teammembers Amdahl, Brooks
and Bloch, Evans was honored by President Ronald Reagan with the
National Medal of Technology. In 1991 he received an award from the
computing society of the IEEE. He was chief science advisor to the
government of Taiwan for a time, a partner in the venture firm of
Hambrecht and Quist, and a board member for such firms as Vanguard
International Semi Corp, Foresight Systems, Excellence in
Communications, Vcommand and Cambridge Technology Group.

Evans attendance at the fortieth anniversary of the introduction of the
360, held in April 2004 in San Jose, CA, was fortuitous. He died of heart
failure at home in Hillsborough, CA on September 2, 2004. Bob Evans
is survived by his wife of 55 years, Maria, three sons, a daughter and
eight grandchildren. He was 77.  

Jim Rue writes about computers and conducts training and field service in
Orange County, CA. He can be reached at Caltrainer@NFWriter.com.
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