Here are some bits and pieces that just might make you smile! They are extracted from Gareth Powell's book entitled My Friend Arnold's Book of Personal Computers.


The word "robot" was invented by Karel Capek in 1920 when he wrote "RUR - Rossem's Universal Robots". He coined the word because the Czech word for slave is "robotnik". Robots work with artificial intelligence and should adhere to the rules of Isaac Asimov which were propounded in the book I Robot. The first rule is that a robot will never harm a human; the second is that a robot will obey orders; the third is that a robot will never harm itself. The first infraction of rule one came in 1981 when Kenji Urada was crushed by a robot while he was trying to fix a malfunctioning circuit. The first infraction of rule two was was at American Motors Toledo Jeep factory when a robot stopped spot-welding brackets, grabbed a car and would not let go until its power was disconnected. The first infringement of rule three came in 1980 when a robot in the University of Florida's Centre for Intellectual Robots and Machines grabbed its own stand and tore itself in half.


One definition of a split second is the time that exists between switching off a computer - and realising that you have not saved any of the work that you have spent the last seven hours on! The ulitimate in trivia? Scientists at Stanford University have used computers to calculate the value of pi to 15 million places. We would like you to know that starting with the 710,510th digit there is a string of seven zeroes!


Rear Admiral Grace Hopper, US Navy Ret., and often called the world's first professional programmer and, sometimes, Amazing Grace, worked on the Harvard Mark One computer. Her boss was Howard Aiken who was a stickler for detail and demanded that every incident be entered in to a log. One day a fault arose and Grace Hopper traced it to a relay which had been jammed open by an electrocuted moth. She removed the dead body, stuck it in the log and wrote underneath the action taken -"Debugging". Hence the phrase.


Ignorance is bliss. "As far as we know, our computer has never had an undetected error". Conrad H. Weissert, Union Carbide. (...and which Company gassed the good citizens of Bhopal?) Murphy's Maintenance Law. The repair engineer will never have seen a model quite like yours. It is also axiomatic that any spares required will just have been discontinued and are no longer held in stock! Henry King, an English payroll clerk who was charged with computer fraud, blamed the computer. "It's a horrid, impersonal machine", he said.


In 1959 a language called APT was developed for the United States Air Force and linked to a mainframe. The New York Times said, "The Air Force announced today a machine that can receive instructions in English, figure out how to make whatever is wanted, and teach other machines how to make it". An Air Force general was quoted as saying that this major breakthrough would allow the United States to build a war machine that nobody would want to tackle. The only known object ever made by a machine running under APT was an ashtray.


The programming language APL - which stands for A Programming Language - was responsible for an invention. In 1964 the progammers, Ken Iverson and Adin Falkoff, were trying to design a character set for the series of symbols that run APL. They found that the simplest way to do it was to engrave it on a ball and fit it in a typewriter. IBM liked the idea so much that it launched the golf-ball Selectric typewriter incorporating the idea.
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