Do you judge a Server by its cover?

e,

I have been in the market for a faster server for a while. I do a lot of testing,
which means building and rebuilding programs and that is pretty demanding. My
dual PIII 600s are adequate but not quick. So, I recently procured a 2U from
FreeBSD Systems for evaluation. I decided to write up a short review as a tool to
help others make informed decisions about hardware from FreeBSD Systems.

The rating scale is from 1 to 10. One means that it sucks, 5 is average, 7 is good, 9
is ideal, and 10 (a rare award) means they really went above and beyond
expectations.

PACKAGING: 9

While it may not seem important, let me explain why it is. I'm in the habit of
opening the lid of every server as soon as I pull it out of the box. There are many
reasons for this, but I'll give you the biggest one. One particular brand of servers
that I've bought frequently would arrive and at least 50% of the servers would
need the RAID cards reseated in the PCI slots before they would work. This was
due to several issues, including packaging but it's very annoying. Rather than
having the provisioning team take them from receiving to the data center, I'd have
them all delivered to my office where I'd personally inspect each server.

So, when I get a server that shows up with adequate packaging, I do appreciate it.
When I opened the box from FreeBSD Systems, I was quite pleased. Everything
was nice and orderly, with custom styrofoam inserts just like you'd expect from
the much bigger server vendors.

RACKMOUNT HARDWARE: 9

Maybe you'd have to work in a data center to appreciate this, but we used to keep
an old office chair with pneumatic height adjustment that we removed the back
from in our data center. Some of the crappy hardware we had to use had the
world’s worst rackmount hardware and often required two or three guys to get a
server mounted in the rack. If you were shorthanded, you could use the chair to
hold your server up while you monkeyed with getting the rails set up. Not a very
pleasant experience. Racking up my FreeBSD Systems iNET server was a pleasant
surprise. Having never used their hardware, I read the little rackmount
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instructions, and in under 5 minutes, I had the server mounted in my rack with no
assistance. I could do it again in 1 minute.

PORTS: 9

It's easy to overlook the importance of built in ports. An easy example is
motherboards that ship with integrated SCSI yet with no external interface for
accessing it. Duh! You end up cutting a hole in the chassis or running a cable out
a PCI slot. Yucky. I was pleased to find two 10/100/Gigabit Ethernet ports on the
motherboard. In addition, on the back you have (2) USB ports, video, serial, SCSI,
PS/2 (keybard/mouse), console (RJ-45), and dual power supply bays. On the
front you have a USB and video port.

FRONT PANEL VIDEO + USB: 10

What a great feature. No more wheeling the KVM card to the back of the rack,
and then having to run around the row of cabinets/racks to the front of the
servers to: insert a CD in the drive tray, press the power button, watch the LEDs,
etc. Just bring the KVM cart to the front of the server.

REDUNDANCY: 9

(2) Hot-swap power supplies, (6) hot swap SCSI drive bays, dual channel SCSI
controller, 6 PCI slots, dual Gigabit Ethernet, dual CPUs, (6) DIMM slots, (3) USB.
You could have a lot of hardware fail and still keep your server online. That's an
excellent feature!

INSIDE THE BOX: 10

Getting into this baby is a treat. No tools required, just push the lid lock button
with one finger and with the palm of your other hand, push back on the non-slip
pad embedded in the lid. It slides back and voila, you're inside. Nice.

Are you familiar with the term "explosion in a spaghetti factory". It describes the
horrible feeling you get when you crack the case of a computer and it's a maze of
wires and cables that make it very difficult to work inside. This server is the
antithesis of that. It's clean and very well organized. The SCSI cable is the round
type rather than the fat ribbons. There are only a few cables. The SCSI backplane
for the hot-swap drives also serves as a control board and carries the circuits for
the integrated floppy/CD drive as well. Wahoo! No ATA ribbons. A single ribbon
carries signals from the motherboard up to the LED panel on the front of the
server (instead of a collection of jumper cables). It's so pretty and clean.



PCI SLOTS: 10

These deserve special mention. If you've ever given blood, or spent more than a
half hour figuring out how XYZ server company expects you to get a PCI card
installed, you will love this server. Pop off the lid, and right there, big and obvious
are two blue pull handles on the PCI riser card. Just pull on them and the whole
riser card assembly is in your hand! No using special screwdrivers, no magic
levers to find, no trying to match the card into the slot at awkward angles. Just
pull out the riser, insert your card(s), and stick it back in. Sometimes the best
solutions are the simplest.

MANAGEMENT: 9

I'm a big fan of PXE and other similar management tools. PXE is something that I
expect on any server hardware and I wasn't disappointed. What was really neat is
that now you can enable/disable the NIC BIOS features within the servers BIOS. It
makes sense, since the NICs are embedded on the motherboard but I haven't seen
this done on any other motherboard.

PERFORMANCE: 9

Performance is very subjective. So, rather than just tell you how fast it is, I
decided to do a comparison to my Intel Dual PIII 650 w/1GB. Since that's a fairly
common hardware configuration, most people will find the results helpful:

Test Description iINET Server Intel ISP 2150
make buildworld 36 minutes 171 minutes
make kernel 9 minutes 43 minutes
Complete Mail::Toaster install minutes 124 minutes
CreatelJail 5.5 minutes 19 minutes

l({se SE ;EI?DSE)WH Install 26 minutes Lots, lots more!

As you can see, the operations are significantly faster, as you'd expect. The
buildworld times are about 5 times faster (650MHz -vs- 3GHz) which closely
corresponds to the increase in CPU performance. The CreateJail command is
almost entirely disk I/0. The roughly 4 times performance difference very closely
resembles the disk throughput differences you'd expect to see between a 5 year
old HP 80MB/s SCSI disk and a shiny new Seagate 320MB/s SCSI disk.



OVERALL IMPRESSIONS: 9.5

Every aspect of this server has left me very pleased. It's like opening the lid of an
Xserve. You realize that whomever designed this server has spent a significant
amount of time in a data center, or talking to people who work in data centers.
It's hard to quantify into a checklist, but all the little details are all addressed. For
example, the lid is easy to remove. It's got a push button lock that you depress
and then push back on a non-slip pad to remove it. It works extremely well and
requires no tools. Having a front panel video (console) and USB port is VERY nice.
Dual GB NICs on the motherboard spares a PCI slot for other additions. A plastic
air shield funnels air past the CPU heat syncs. A greater quantity of smaller fans is
used for redundancy. The differences really are in the details.

RECOMMENDATIONS: 10
I highly recommend FreeBSD Systems for all your hardware needs.

Matt Simmerson
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