
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
“Dave Noble, who was the floppy disk program manager at IBM, 
 is the real father of floppy disks, in my judgment.” 
                                                              Al Shugart, co-founder, Seagate Technology 
 

  

David L. Noble 
1918 – 2004 
Class of 1940 
Inventor of the Floppy Disk 

 

Reputation 
 
 
Credited with the design and 
development of the flexible 
“floppy” disk and associated 
disk drive mechanism. 
 
The floppy disk turned out to 
be one of the most influential 
product introductions in the 
computer industry. 
 
Even though the technology is 
obsolete, the image of the 
floppy disk has become an 
icon for saving data. 
 
Recognized for invaluable 
service while assigned to the 
Naval Computing Machine 
Laboratory during WWII. 
 
 

 

Professional 
Achievements 

 
Officer, U.S. Naval Reserve, 
Naval Computing Machine Lab, 
and Communications 
Supplementary Activities, 1943-
46. 
 
A founding engineer of 
Engineering Research 
Associates, special purpose 
computers, 1946-49. 
 
Remington Rand Lab of 
Advanced Research, 1949-56. 
 
IBM Development Laboratory, 
1956-78. 
 
Noble Computing Laboratory, 
1979-95.  
 

Service and Career 
Contributions 

 
Meritorious nominee for 
developing the first floppy 
disks and drives, Computer 
Design, Computer Industry 
Hall of Fame Edition, 1982. 
 
IBM Outstanding 
Contribution Award for the 
development of IBM flexible 
disk products, 1974. 
 
IBM Outstanding 
Contribution Award for IBM 
Model 1311 recording 
components, 1967. 
 
Master Design Award for disk 
data storage unit, co-
recipient, Product 
Engineering Magazine, 1963. 
 
Individual Commendation 
Medal, Secretary of the Navy. 
 



 
David L. Noble ’40  

 
David Noble earned his bachelor’s degree in electrical engineering at Rensselaer, where he 
served as an instructor in ME and EE undergraduate courses from 1940 to 1943. During 
WWII he was assigned to the Naval Computing Machine Laboratory, whose work was 
classified until the 1990s. He was involved in the development of the Navy/NCR version of 
the “Bombe” computer, which was designed to decipher communications encrypted by the 
German Navy’s Enigma. 
 
He next was one of the founding engineers of Engineering Research Associates, which was 
formed in 1946 to preserve knowledge gained in the course of WWII code-breaking 
activities. Noble worked on special purpose computers. The company later became part of 
Remington Rand.  At Rand, Noble worked on automatic business machines. 
 
In 1956 Noble joined IBM in Poughkeepsie and performed technical assignments related to 
high-speed data processors. From 1960 on, he was located at IBM’s Development 
Laboratory in San Jose. In 1967 he was given the assignment to develop an inexpensive and 
convenient storage medium for loading microcode into IBM system 370 mainframes. He 
considered various devices already in use or under development, but none was fully 
satisfactory, so he combined some of the features of these devices with ideas of his own, and 
proposed an entirely new device, an 8-inch-diameter flexible diskette called a “memory 
disk.” It was a read-only drive storing 80 kilobytes of data. Besides inventing the device 
itself, Noble and his team came up with the idea to enclose the disk in a plastic sleeve lined 
with fabric that removed dust particles from the surface as it rotated. This enclosure 
provided exceptional ease of handling and protection and was later recognized as having 
been a primary contributor to the widespread acceptance of the floppy disk. 
 
The “Minnow” Flexible Disk Drive was first manufactured by IBM in 1970 (and shipped in 
1971). “Minnow” was the predecessor of a family of low-cost “floppy” drives that launched a 
major new segment of the computer industry. It turned out to be one of the most influential 
product introductions in the industry. The various generations did away with, in effect, the 
punched card, which had been the method of entering data for many years. Low cost and 
convenience created a long product life span. 
 
For most of the 1970s and 1980s the floppy drive was the primary storage device for word 
processors and microcomputers as well as the primary means of transferring data between 
computers. Because floppy disks enjoyed nearly three decades as a popular and ubiquitous 
form of data storage and exchange, the image of the floppy disk has become a metaphor for 
saving data, and the floppy disk symbol is still used by software on buttons and other user 
interface elements related to saving files, even though such disks are obsolete.  
 
In 1974 IBM presented Noble with an Outstanding Contribution Award “for developing the 
IBM Diskette, a direct access flexible disk that holds as much information as 3,000 punched 
cards.” Noble retired from IBM in 1978. In his retirement years, he turned his attention to 
the study of artificial intelligence and the design of neural networks. 
 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Interface_metaphor

