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The Evolution of Supercomputing at NCAR

This document traces the evolution of supercomputing at NCAR, highlights the contributions
made to the support of science by the Scientific Computing Division (SCD), and provide a his-

torical perspective of SCD’s activities.

A supercomputer is defined as the highest performing scientific processor available at a given
point in time. Supercomputing however, may be more broadly defined as the use by a group of

researchers or an institution of a computer system that provides the best obtainable perfor-
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mance (at that point in time) considering all of the variables comprising scientific computer
architectures. These variables include Central Processing Unit (CPU) speed, memory size,
input /output (I/O) performance, data archival capacity, graphics, networking, and overall

software performance for the mix of scientific projects of interest to that group.

Supercomputing is difficult to define because its definition changes with time as more power‘ful
computérs are introduced. Perhaps a more appropriate description would be advanced
scientific computing. In the past, other terms were in use at NCAR: an advanced computer for
array processing (ACAP), an advanced vector computer (AVC), a fifth-generation computer, a
sixth-generation computer, etc. It remained for others to coin the term "supercomputer” that

has named advanced computing in the 1980s.

Startup

Computing at NCAR had somewhat more humble beginningd than implied by the terms super-
computing or advanced scientific computing. An IBM 1620 was installed at the High Altitude
Observatory (HAO) in 1962 and arrangements were made that allowed NCAR scientists to use
resources on the IBM 709 at the University of Colorado (CU) and on the IBM 7090 at the

National Bureau of Standard’s [[NBS) now called the National Institute of Standards and
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