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Activities

Taiwan's First Vacuum Tube Computer was at NYCU
The Unveiling Ceremony of the Computer Pioneer Ox CGart Statue

Taiwan's First Vacuum Tube Computer was at National
Yang Ming Chiao Tung University (NYCU). The unveilinE
ceremony of the Computer Pioneer Ox Cart Statue too
place on April 8, 2023, coinciding with NYCU’s Anniversary
Celebration Day. The ceremony was introduced by President
Chi-Hung Lin and Dean Jyh-Cheng Chen of the College
of Computer Science. Renowned artist Chung-Mo Chiang
(71 % 2} ) crafted the bronze statue, and Architect Nai-
Chung Chen (& 75 &) was responsible for the landscape
design. The unveiling of the statue was jointly carried out by
alumni, including W. T. Chen, Class of 74, Shun Tsung Hsu,
Executive Director at Jumbo Technolo%y Co., Class of 86,
and Nathan Chiu, President of cacaFly, Class of 87.

National Yan% Ming Chiao Tung University is a pioneering
institution in the field of computer and electronics research
in Taiwan. To emphasize the institution's longstanding
commitment to this field, Dr. Jyh-Cheng Chen, the Dean of
the College of Computer Science (CCS), shared during the
unveiling ceremony that when he assumed the role of Dean
three years ag?o, he initiated a reflection on how to swiftly
convey the College's aspirations and confidence in achieving
global excellence. In this context, we also conducted an
exclusive interview with Dean Chen to gain deeper insights
into the history and origins of this endeavor.

Q: What initially inspired Dean Chen's idea?

A: When | assumed the position of Dean at the College of
Computer Science three years ago, | contemplated how to
undertake an initiative that would not only raise awareness
in Taiwan but also on a %Iobal scale, emphasizing National
Yang Ming Chiao Tung University's College of Computer
Science as a world-class institution. While asserting global
superiority might sound overly ambitious, let's regard it as an
aspiration. If you visit universities in the United States, nearly
all of them feature one or more renowned statues on their
campuses, often accompanied by Iegends, making them
popular photography spots. Visitors and others who come to
these universities flock to these sites for pictures, and these
images are widely shared worldwide through social media.
Therefore, at that time, | envisioned that by commemorating
this history and transforming it into a sculpture positioned
at the entrance of the College of Computer Science, it
would serve as a lasting reminder that "National Yang Ming
Chiao Tlung University leads the way in the field of computer
science!”

Q: Why emphasize that it is a ‘vacuum tube’ computer?

A: In 1962, IBM introduced the IBM 650, a drum memory
computer, at National Chiao Tung University in Hsinchu. This
computer featured magnetic disk storage components and is
known as Taiwan's “first-generation vacuum tube computer,”
marking the first commercially produced computer. Some
argue that in 1957, the Taiwan Sugar Corporation purchased
an IBM 419 from IBM's Taiwan branch, considerin% it as
Taiwan's first computer. Nevertheless, the IBM 419 at Taiwan
Sugar was primarily used for “accounting calculations via
electromechanical components.” To avoid any historical
misunderstanding, we underscore that National Chiao Tung
University possesses Taiwan's "first vacuum tube computer,”
ensuring that there is no room for dispute on this matter!

Q: Are there any photographs from that historical
period?

A: There is a photo, but the context of one particular photo
is @ matter of dispute. Some argue that it depicts the IBM
419 at the Taiwan Sugar Corporation, and the Taiwan Sugar
Museum features this image in its exhibit. On the other hand,
there are those who assert that it was taken in 1963 during
IBM's computer relocation in Taipei. Some even su%%est
that it's a picture of the computer moved to National Chiao
Tung University. To put it simply, during that era, IBM used
ox carts to transport their computers in Taiwan.

Dean Chen, who had studied abroad, experienced a

sudden burst of inspiration during the planning phase. He
took cues from several prestigious international universities
known for using sculptures to symbolize their institutional
achievements and principles. He chose the 1962 historical
event of Taiwan's first IBM 650 computer's arrival in Hsinchu
from Keelung Harbor as his starting point. To prevent any
confusion with Taiwan Sugar Corporation's 1957 purchase
of an IBM 419 from the IBM Taiwan Branch, he carefully
differentiated between “a machine utilizing electromechanical
components for accounting computations” and “the first
vacuum tube computer.” Subsequently, he embarked
on a project to place a sculptural artwork in front of the
Engineering Building 3 at Guangfu Campus, commencing a
series of planning endeavors.

In addition, Dean Chen vividly explains the rationale behind
selecting this particular historical episode. In 1962, I1BM
introduced Taiwan's first magnetic drum computer, the
IBM 650, at National Chiao Tung University in Hsinchu.
The IBM 650 featured magnetic disk storage components
and was the first-generation computer using vacuum
tubes. Furthermore, it marked the advent of commercially
produced computers. Nonetheless, owing to the computer
equipment's exceptionally precise nature, appropriate
shock-absorption technology, such as air-cushioned
vehicles, was unavailable at the time. Consequently, IBM had
no choice but to transport the computer using traditional ox
carts, moving it slowly.

Durin% that historical period, Taiwan had not yet transformed
into the tech hub we now recognize; it existed in an era
where technology had not advanced as it has today. In this
unique setting, an epoch-making OProduct slowly took shape,
placed on an ox cart and dragged forward by a water buffalo
traditionally used for plowing. This combination of technology
and tradition, seemingly incongruous, symbolized Taiwan's
technological progress. During the ceremony, President Lin
shared his role in crafting the sculpture's exterior design.
The pioneering ox cart statue depicts an ox cart ascending
a slope, serving as a symbol of Taiwan's unwavering
determination in its technological history, which has led to
remarkable achievements. Positioned in front of Engineering
Building 3, it serves to both inspire and remind future
generations of students that the legacy and contributions
of the College of Computer Science rely on the foundations
laid by their predecessors and the innovation and efforts of
those who will follow.

The core principle of NYCU is “the remembrance of one's
roots and heritage,” a motto deeply ingrained in the hearts
of both students and faculty. This statue not only recounts
a chapter in Taiwan's technological history but also came
into existence through the generous contributions of CCS
alumni. Additionally, it bears the imprints of cattle hooves,
symbolizing the CCS’s history. Woven into the tapestry of
historical memory, each element represents NYCU's past
and present, as well as the path to the future. We hope that
this statue from the College of Computer Science will guide
students toward the next significant milestone in Taiwan's
technological journey.




