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METHOD FOR WRITING CONTIGUOUS
ARRAYS OF STRIPES IN A RAID STORAGE
SYSTEM USING MAPPED BLOCK WRITES

TECHNICAL FIELD

The invention generally relates to data storage, and, more
particularly, to high reliability electronic data storage in
arrays of disk drives.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION

A computer system typically requires large amounts of
secondary memory, such as that provided by a disk drive, to
store information (e.g. data and/or application programs). As
the performance of computers and associated processors has
increased, disk drive performance has increased. For
example, data and track density increases, magnetic media
improvements, and greater numbers of heads and platters in
a single disk drive result in higher data transfer rates.

Large disk drives can be very expensive, and thus lead to
additional high costs when replacing a drive to obtain
greater capacity or performance. Single drive systems can
also have limited redundancy of stored data. Damage or
replacement of a system can cause a temporary loss of
access to storage services or a permanent loss of data.

Multiple drives can be coupled together in parallel to
mitigate the disadvantages of single disk drive systems. Data
files are broken into chunks that may be accessed simulta-
neously from multiple drives in parallel. One such system of
combining disk drives in parallel is known as “redundant
array of inexpensive/independent disks” (RAID). A RAID
system can provide greater storage capacity than a large
single disk drive system, but at lower cost, greater reliability
and with high data transfer rates due to the parallelism of the
array.

Blocks of data are written to a RAID system in the form
of stripes, where a stripe includes one storage block on each
disk drive in an array of disk drives in the system. Data
blocks can be read simultaneously from each drive, to
provide fast data accesses for large files. RAID systems also
allow incremental increases in storage capacity through the
addition of disk drives to the array. When a disk fails in the
RAID system, it may be replaced without shutting down the
entire system. Data on a failed disk may be recovered using
error correction techniques.

A RAID system typically views its associated collection
of disk drives as a collection of stripes in one or more groups
of disk drives. A group of drives is commonly called a
“RAID group”. A stripe is typically implemented with a
pre-defined geometry within a group. That is, each block in
a stripe is located at the same offset (disk block number)
relative to its disk.

RAID systems are typically defined in terms of six basic
configurations, referred to as RAID level 0 through RAID
level 5. Each RAID level has advantages and disadvantages.
For example, in a RAID level 4 system, data comprising a
plurality of blocks are stored on N data disks in a “stripe” of
N storage blocks. RAID level 4 adds an extra parity disk
drive containing error-correcting information for each stripe
in the system.

Stripe writing presents conflicts for both file systems and
disk drivers. File systems typically prefer to allocate space
on a single drive for storage of related data, like that derived
from a single file. This permits “read-ahead” behavior to
reduce file access time by anticipating future requests. Disk
drivers tend to be optimized to take advantage of the physics
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2

of disks, such as rotation rates and read/write head access
times. Again, storage of related data blocks on the same disk
drive is advantageous.

RAID systems tend to view disk storage blocks in terms
of stripes, and handle write requests in terms of a stripe.
Typically, data blocks are accumulated to create a single
stripe write to reduce parity calculation overhead. When a
RAID disk array manager processes stripe writes, related
blocks of data can be scattered over multiple drives.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The invention generally involves methods and apparatus
to improve the efficiency, access time and transfer rates of
storage systems that utilize multiple storage devices. In one
embodiment the invention relates to a method for managing
the storage of data by a storage system having a storage
operating system and in communication with a plurality of
storage devices. Each storage device includes a plurality of
blocks for storing data.

In one embodiment the method includes the steps of
generating block layout information by a file system layer of
the storage operating system by identifying which storage
blocks within the plurality of blocks shall be used by a write
operation for storing data; the identified blocks preferably
having a high degree of locality or even being contiguous on
individual disks. The method also includes transferring the
block layout information from the file system layer to a
RAID layer of the storage operating system, and in response
to the block layout information, the RAID layer controlling
the execution of the write operation to substantially mini-
mize cost of parity calculations. Cost of parity calculation
can be substantially minimized, e.g., by minimizing the
number of read operations performed or substantially maxi-
mizing chain lengths of blocks read for the parity calcula-
tion.

In one embodiment, the step of controlling the write
operation to substantially minimize parity calculation cost
includes the steps of examining the write operation; select-
ing whether to substantially minimize the number of read
blocks or to substantially maximize chain lengths of read
blocks; and implementing the selection responsive to the
block layout information. If the selection constitutes sub-
stantially minimizing the number of read blocks, then the
write controlling step further includes the steps of determin-
ing on a stripe-by-stripe basis whether to calculate parity
based on the subtraction method or the recalculation method
and then performing any appropriate read operations to
support the method selected and calculate parity. The deter-
mination is made by examining which calculation method
would require the fewest read operations. On the other hand,
if the selection constitutes substantially maximizing chain
lengths of read blocks, then the write controlling step further
includes the steps of deciding which storage blocks to read
to substantially maximize chain length while minimizing the
number of storage blocks read to support either the subtrac-
tion method or the recalculation method, and then perform
read operations on those blocks and calculate parity.

In one embodiment, the RAID layer exports disk topology
information to the file system layer. The file system layer
maintains a database of topology information. The file
system layer utilizes information regarding disk storage
block numbers and allocation of storage blocks to prepare
block layout information for a write transaction.

In another embodiment, the invention relates to a method
for managing storage of data in storage blocks in a plurality
of'blocks. The method includes the steps of generating block
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layout information; and in response to the block layout
information, controlling the execution of a write operation
by identifying a group of storage blocks for use by the write
operation so as to substantially maximize chain length
within a storage device of the plurality of storage devices
while substantially minimizing cost of calculation of error
correction parameters by substantially using all available
storage blocks in a collection of stripes. In one embodiment
the calculation of error correction parameters includes the
calculation of parity.

In yet another embodiment, the invention relates to a
method for managing storage of data in a storage system
including a plurality of storage devices each including a
plurality of storage blocks. The method includes writing data
to a group of storage blocks that include predetermined
storage blocks across a plurality of stripes and predeter-
mined storage blocks within each storage device. This is
done in a manner that substantially maximizes chain length
of storage blocks within each storage device while substan-
tially minimizing the cost of calculation of error correction
parameters for the plurality of stripes. In one embodiment,
chain lengths are maximized for writes of data, and chain
lengths are maximized for reads to support parity calcula-
tions.

In another embodiment, the invention relates to a storage
system including a plurality of storage devices each includ-
ing a plurality of storage blocks and a storage device
manager in communication with the plurality of storage
devices. The storage device manager writes data to a group
of storage blocks, which include predetermined storage
blocks across a plurality of stripes and predetermined stor-
age blocks within each storage device so as to substantially
maximize chain length of storage blocks within a storage
device while substantially minimizing the cost of calculation
of error correction parameters for processing of the storage
of the data.

In yet another embodiment, the invention relates to a
system for managing the storage of data. The system
includes a plurality of storage devices each having a plu-
rality of storage blocks, a storage device manager in com-
munication with the plurality of storage blocks, a block
layout information generator in communication with the
storage device manager and the plurality of storage blocks,
and an error correction parameter calculator in communica-
tion with the plurality of storage blocks and the storage
device manager. The storage device manager, in response to
the block layout information from the block layout infor-
mation generator, controls the execution of a write transac-
tion by identifying a group of storage blocks for use by the
transaction so as to substantially maximize chain length
within the storage devices while substantially minimizing
cost of calculations by the error correction parameter cal-
culator of error correction parameters for the stripes.

In still another embodiment, the invention relates to a
method for managing storage of data in storage blocks. The
method includes the steps of generating block layout infor-
mation, dynamically determining a first number of error
correction calculations, dynamically determining a second
number corresponding to a chain length and, in response to
the block layout information, controlling the execution of a
write operation by identifying a group of storage blocks for
use by the write operation so as to have a chain length of the
second number within a storage device while performing the
first number of calculations of error correction parameters
across a stripe.

In the RAID context, some embodiments realize these
advantages in part by batching write requests, allocating
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space in a plurality of stripes to store data of the batched
requests, and writing the data to full chains of stripes.
Features of the invention thus provide a balance between the
desire to write vertically to individual disk drives and to
write complete stripes for efficiency in parity determina-
tions.

The foregoing and other objects, aspects, features, and
advantages of the invention will become more apparent from
the following description and from the claims.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

In the drawings, like reference characters generally refer
to the same parts throughout the different views. Also, the
drawings are not necessarily to scale, emphasis instead
generally being placed upon illustrating the principles of the
invention.

FIG. 1a is a block diagram of an embodiment of a data
storage system constructed in accordance with the invention.

FIG. 15 is a block diagram of an embodiment of an array
of disk drives in accordance with the invention.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of an embodiment of a storage
system in communication with clients and an array of disk
drives.

FIG. 3 is a block diagram of one embodiment of a storage
system, which corresponds to an implementation of the
embodiment of FIG. 1.

FIG. 4 is a flowchart of one embodiment of a method for
controlling storage of data in an array of storage devices, as
could be implemented by the storage system of FIG. 1.

FIG. 5 is a block diagram of one embodiment of a RAID
4 disk drive array.

FIG. 6 is a block diagram of one embodiment of a group
of' storage blocks, which includes four stripes of sixteen total
storage blocks.

FIG. 7 is a block diagram of one embodiment of four
buffered write requests.

FIG. 8 is a block diagram of one embodiment of an
association between the data blocks of FIG. 6 and a group
of storage blocks in a disk drive array.

FIG. 9 is a block diagram of an embodiment of a disk
drive array, which includes data blocks stored at three
storage block groups.

FIG. 10 is a block diagram of one embodiment of a logical
grouping of an embodiment of a RAID array that includes
mirroring.

FIG. 11 is a flowchart of an embodiment of a method for
processing data writes, as could be implemented with the
array of FIG. 10.

FIG. 12 is a block diagram of an embodiment of a storage
operating system that can be included in the storage system
of FIG. 1.

DESCRIPTION

The terms “file”, “data” and “data file” are herein under-
stood to refer to any entity of data that may be stored and/or
transferred via analog or digital means. The entity may
originate in analog or digital form, and, at various times,
may be stored in analog or digital form. The entity is capable
of storage in electronic, electromagnetic, electro-optic, optic
and other means, and is capable of transfer between two
distinct physical locations via, in particular, electronic, wire-
less and optically based communications.

In brief overview and referring to FIG. 1a, one embodi-
ment of a data storage system constructed in accordance
with the invention includes a number of data storage devices
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or disks 90A, 90A', 90A" (generally 90) and a parity storage
device or disk 92A. Each storage device includes a number
of storage blocks or locations. In this figure, the devices are
shown as storage disks but any random access persistent
storage device such as a solid state disk may be used. Such
a group of disks in one embodiment is a RAID array.

Data written to this array is written across the data disks
as a series of stripes 94A, 94A' 94A" (generally 94), and the
parity value for the stripes is written on parity disk 92A. In
addition, the present invention permits the writing of data to
a series of blocks on the same disk 90, referred to as a chain
96A. The writing of multiple blocks of data to the same disk
90 reduces the access time for that data.

Features of the invention permit optimization of storage
device access and parity calculation overhead. Storage
device access can be optimized by maximizing the chain
length for a write transaction. Parity calculation overhead
can be optimized by minimizing the number of storage
blocks that must be read to update the parity disk 92A for
write transactions or maximizing the chain lengths of the
reads required for parity calculations.

As used herein, in one embodiment, “chaining” is read-
ing/writing data from/to a single I/O to contiguous blocks on
a disk drive, i.e., blocks whose DBN are sequential. In other
embodiments, chaining is reading/writing data in a single
1/0 from/to blocks that may not be contiguous, but are as
proximate to one another as possible, recognizing that
intervening storage blocks may already be allocated or
otherwise unavailable to the 1/0 (also known as “locality™).

“Chain length” means the number of blocks contained in
a chain. “Maximizing chain length” is a process of achieving
the longest possible chain length on a disk, which is limited
to the number of storage blocks on the disk, but may also be
limited to a reasonable lesser number, e.g., in order to avoid
undue latency in assembly of chains or executing the I/O or
due to limitations on the availability of resources necessary
to perform the I/O. Maximizing chain length can be per-
formed for each disk separately or for all disks in combi-
nation over the entire array.

Data write requests are collected, i.e., buffered, for
example, by a file system layer, to enable processing of a
write transaction having a maximized chain length and
having a maximum number of full stripes to be written. The
file system lays out blocks of the same file sequentially (i.e.,
in the same order as in the file) to optimize read ahead
performance during read operations processed subsequently
to the current write operation.

The file system layer utilizes disk 90 topology informa-
tion, received, from a RAID layer that manages the disks 90,
to select the storage blocks of stripes 94 for the processing
of a write transaction for the collected data write requests.
The topology information can include information such as
the size of disk drives, the number of disk drives in an array,
and other like information. The file system layer uses the
topology information in generating block layout information
that associates data blocks of the buffered write requests
with free storage blocks in the selected stripes, which it then
allocates for a write transaction

The file system layer selects storage blocks to be used in
the write transaction that provide a maximum length of the
chains 96A. This means that “related” sets of data blocks
(that is, data blocks contained in the data buffers collected
for the single write transaction) are often written to proxi-
mate storage blocks of a disk. The file system layer associ-
ates data blocks of the buffered write requests with as many
as possible, and preferably all free storage blocks in the
selected stripes to realize minimized parity calculations.
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To complete the processing of the write transaction, the
data blocks for storage (or, e.g., memory references thereto)
and the block layout information are forwarded to the RAID
layer. The RAID layer is thus notified that it can process a
complete write transaction. Further, responsive to the block
layout information, the RAID layer can execute the write
transaction to minimize the cost of parity calculations for
efficient I/O processing.

The RAID layer selects an appropriate parity calculation
method, e.g., subtraction or re-calculation, for each of the
selected stripes using what can be called the “Least Cost of
Parity Calculation Method”. The selection made depends on
the number and location of storage blocks to which data is
to be written in each stripe and the topology information. By
“subtraction method” is meant a method of parity calcula-
tion for a stripe in which the prior contents of the data blocks
to be written (e.g., W1, W2) and the parity data (P) for that
stripe are read, and the new data blocks to be written to the
stripe are obtained from the data buffer (e.g., W1', W2"). The
new parity data (P') for the stripe is then calculated accord-
ing to the subtraction formula:

P'=W1 XOR W2 XOR P XOR W1' XOR W2'

where XOR is a logical exclusive-OR operation.

By “recalculation method” is meant a method of parity
calculation for a stripe in which the contents of the data
blocks of the stripe other than those blocks to be written
(e.g., W3, W4) are read, and the new data blocks to be
written to the stripe are obtained from the data buffer (e.g.,
W1', W2"). The new parity data (P') for the stripe is then
calculated according to the recalculation formula:

P'=W1' XOR W2' XOR W3 XOR W4

FIG. 15, which shows one example of a disk array, shall
be used to illustrate the Least Cost of Parity Calculation
Method. FIG. 156 depicts a RAID array with four data storage
disks and a parity disk arranged for example pursuant to
RAID level 4. The disks are shown as columns in the figure,
with the data disks numbered across the top as 1 through 4,
and the parity disk designated P. Stripes across the array are
represented as rows, and numbered along the left side as 1
through 6. Thus, a 4 by 6 grid portrays 24 data storage blocks
and each stripe has an associated parity block to store parity
data calculated from the contents of the data blocks within
the corresponding stripe. For convenience in notation, the
individual storage block, whether for data or parity, can be
uniquely identified as XY, where X is the number of the
block’s row and Y is the number of its column within the
array.

FIG. 15 also illustrates storage blocks that have been
allocated for storage of data pursuant to a pending write
transaction. In the drawing, the allocated storage blocks are
indicated by “W”, parity-containing blocks by “P” and
blocks not allocated for the pending transaction by “-”
(hyphen). Thus, the following blocks are to be written: 11,
21, 31, 32, 33, 41, 51 and 61, and parity data P are contained
in each of the parity blocks.

Implementing the Least Cost of Parity Calculation
Method in this illustrative example entails performing a
number of read operations to obtain the data and parity from
the array required to support the calculation. The read
operations can be performed according to any of a number
of alternate methodologies. The implementation can be
designed to use one or another of these methodologies, or
the selection of which to use can be performed dynamically
during execution of write operations.



US 7,200,715 B2

7

A first methodology entails determining the fewest num-
ber of read operations on a per stripe basis required to
effectuate the parity calculation, while still chaining together
reads from the same storage device wherever possible in one
method. In this case the array is examined to ascertain the
number of storage blocks in each stripe that are to be written.
In each stripe, if the number to be written exceeds half the
total number of storage blocks, the recalculation method is
selected for use; if the number is under half, the subtraction
method is selected. If exactly half, one or the other of the
parity calculation methods can be selected in the implemen-
tation. In the example shown, the subtraction method is
selected for rows 1 and 2, the recalculation method is
selected for row 3, and the subtraction method for rows 4
through 6.

After making the selection, the parity calculation method
chosen is implemented. In the illustrated example, the
fewest number of read operations can be realized by reading
the data and parity from the storage blocks as following:

Read 11, 21

Read 34

Read 41, 51, 61

Read 1P, 2P

Read 4P, 5P, 6P

Thus, for this example, eleven read operations composed of
five chains can be used to efficiently obtain the data and
parity from the array in order to calculate parity for the new
write. Performing the read operations as shown minimizes
processor and memory resource consumption.

A second methodology entails identifying which storage
blocks to read to substantially maximize chain length while
minimizing the number of blocks read and being able to
calculate parity in all read stripes by either the subtraction
method or the recalculation method. The parity calculation
method (i.e., subtraction or recalculation) chosen are imple-
mented so that the required read operations entail the longest
chain lengths within the entire array without regard to the
per stripe number of reads. In the illustrated example, the
longest chain lengths for the read operations are achieved by
the following read operations:

Read 11, 21, 31, 41, 51, 61

Read 32

Read 33

Read 1P, 2P, 3P, 4P, 5P, 6P

Thus, for this example, fourteen read operations composed
of four chains having maximal average chain length can be
used to efficiently obtain the data and parity from the array
in order to calculate parity for the new write. Performing the
read operations as shown minimizes the total overhead for
disk access.

Preferred implementations of the invention use either or
both of these two alternative methodologies to perform the
read operations, selecting an approach that provides the least
cost for parity calculation. For example, if a system is
memory constrained, the first methodology can be selected
to use the least amount of memory; if a system is disk
bandwidth constrained, the second methodology can be
selected to reduce bandwidth usage. Thus, the invention may
be practiced to perform the read operations according to
either the methodology of fewest reads or the methodology
of longest chain length, whichever is determined to be
suitable to the system configuration.

Thus, for a disk bandwidth limited system that is not CPU
or memory constrained, the RAID layer preferably maxi-
mizes chain lengths for reads required by the parity calcu-
lation by evaluating the block layout information prepared
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by the file system. To do this, in one embodiment, the RAID
layer identifies various combinations of block chains on
different disks, calculates for each combination an average
or mean chain length, and specifies those blocks belonging
to the combination having the longest average chain length
as the ones to read during the read operation. Thus, maxi-
mizing chain length is performed for all disks in combina-
tion over the entire array.

In a preferred embodiment, the invention features a file
system that supports coordinated writes to multiple stripes.
The file system receives write requests and disk topology
information. The file system creates the block layout infor-
mation responsive to the disk topology information and the
write request, and thus prepares a single /O write transac-
tion for processing by a RAID layer.

The block layout information associates the multiple
stripes with the data to be written by the write 1/O transac-
tion. The multiple stripes include a group of storage blocks,
which can be defined as a matrix or two-dimensional array
of storage blocks. In one embodiment the file system collects
multiple write requests into a single write I/O transaction. In
another embodiment, the invention further features a RAID
layer having a storage device manager that is configured, in
cooperation with a file system, to accept and process writes
to the arrays of storage blocks. For example, the RAID layer
can process a single write transaction in response to block
layout information, which specifies an association between
the data to be written and a group of storage blocks that are
distributed over more than one stripe.

In one embodiment, a RAID layer exports to a file system
topology information to enable the file system to prepare the
block layout information for a write transaction. Moreover,
the file system in preferred embodiments receives and/or
maintains information of allocated and unallocated storage
blocks. The file system examines this information and uses
it to optimize the location of blocks for writes to the RAID
groups.

FIG. 2 illustrates an embodiment of a storage system 10,
which manages storage access requests, i.e., write requests
and read requests, to a disk drive array 20 that includes disk
drives 21. The storage system 10 includes a file system 11,
a storage request buffer 12, a disk array manager 13, storage
disk topology information 14 and block layout information
15 that associates data blocks with a group of storage blocks.
The array 20 can be a RAID array, with at least one of the
disk drives 21 storing parity data.

The clients 31 send write requests 41 to the storage system
10. The write requests 41 identity data to be stored, or
alternatively include data to be stored.

The file system 11 of the storage system 10 evaluates and
manages the client /O requests, such as the write requests
41. The write requests 41 in one embodiment are stored in
the request buffer 12 prior to the performing of a single write
operation to the disk array 20.

The disk array manager 13 manages access requests for
the disk array 20, as an intermediary between the file system
11 and the array 20. The disk array manager 13 also provides
disk array topology or configuration updates to the file
system 11. The disk topology information 14 includes, for
example, information about the identity of the disk drives 21
and the storage space in the drives 21 (e.g., disk size), and
the identity and ordering of the disk drives in the arrays.

The disk topology information 14 preferably includes
storage block identifiers such as storage block numbers. In
some embodiments, the topology information 14 includes
virtual block numbers (VBN) of the storage blocks, and the
disk array manager 13 maintains information regarding the
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mapping of VBN’s to disk block numbers (DBN). Any
individual disk drive can preferably support multiple con-
current mappings, and not all storage space in the disk drives
need be mapped.

Write requests 41 are buffered until sufficient data blocks
are collected for writing to storage via a single write
transaction. In preferred embodiments, write requests 41 are
buffered for a single write transaction until one or more
criteria are satisfied, as determined by the file system 11. For
example, write requests 41 can be buffered until an optimal
write transaction can be processed or until system timers
indicate that a write transaction should be executed.

Then, the file system manager 11 utilizes the disk topol-
ogy information 14 to construct the block layout information
15, which associates the buffered data blocks with disk
storage blocks for the single write transaction. The block
layout information 15 associates each data block of the
buffered write requests 41 with a storage block in a group of
storage blocks. More than one storage block of each disk
drive 21 can be included in the group, and, optimally, more
than one storage block of at least a number of disk drives 21
are included in the group to maximize chaining.

The block layout information 15 is forwarded to the disk
array manager 13 for processing of the write transaction.
The disk array manager 13 receives the write transaction
request, which includes the block layout information 15 that
identifies one or more stripes for the single write transaction.
Prior art systems, in contrast, typically send single stripe
write transactions to a RAID layer. Features of the invention
thus enable forwarding of a complete write transaction to a
RAID layer.

Referring now to FIG. 3, the file system 11 and the disk
array manager 13 may be implemented in software or
firmware, e.g., as a software application, part of' a computer
operating system or input-output device controller. They
may be implemented within a single component of the
storage system 10, or implemented in distinct components.

FIG. 3 illustrates an embodiment of a storage system 10A,
which corresponds to an implementation of the embodiment
of FIG. 1. The storage system 10A includes a network
adapter 310, a processor 330 that includes memory 331,
memory 320 and a storage adapter 340. The processor can
support an operating system and/or applications that imple-
ment a file system 11.

The memory can store operating system, application
programs, and other data. The processor 330 and adapters
310, 340 can include processing elements and/or logic
circuits. For example, the processor can be a computer
microprocessor integrated circuit. Other hardware, firmware
and software means to implement features of the invention
will be understood by those having skill in the electronic
storage arts.

The network adapter 310 includes components that couple
the storage system 10A to a client 31 via a network. The
network may provide a direct connection, or a shared
communication pathway. The client 31 and storage system
10A can implement a client/server communication model.
The client 31 can then request storage services, and the
system 10A can respond to the client 31, via the exchange
of packets. The packets can be encapsulated by using, for
example, Internet protocols or Network File System proto-
cols.

The clients 31 can include any type of computer system,
such as, for example, any personal computer, workstation,
server, main frame computer or other computing device.
Alternatively, a client 31 can be a portable computing device
such as a PDA or cell phone. As a further alternative, the
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clients 31 can be any terminal (windows or non-windows
based), or thin-client device operating according to a server-
based computing model. The clients 31 can be operated by
a human participant or user or they may function autono-
mously.

The clients 31 and/or the disk drives 21 can communicate
with the storage system 10 via a wide-area network (WAN),
such as the Internet. The storage system 10 can be imple-
mented as a file server (also known as a filer) which can
reside at a client 31 site or can be networked with its
associated clients 31 via a site network such as a local-area
network (LAN). The server can also reside offsite, removed
from the locations of any client 31 and/or any disk drive 21.

The storage adapter 340 provides an interface to the disk
array 20. Alternatively, an adapter can interface to storage
devices that include other types of storage media. Storage
media can include, for example, optical disks, magnetic
tape, bubble memory and transistor-based random-access
memory.

The storage adapter 340 cooperates with a storage oper-
ating system and/or application software executing on the
processor 330 to process data requests from a client 31. The
storage adapter 340 interfaces to the array 20 via, for
example a high-performance, Fibre Channel serial link
topology. Data written to or read from the disk drives 21 can
be processed by the processor 330 and/or by the adapter 340.
Data that is read can then be forwarded via the network
adapter to a client 31.

The disk drive array 20 can be implemented as one or
more volumes that each include storage disks that define a
logical arrangement of disk storage space. Each volume can
be associated with its own file system. Disk drives within a
volume are typically organized as one or more groups of
RAID disks. Further, the disk drives in a volume can be
organized into two or more mirror, or “plex”, collections of
disk drives. A plex stores a mirror of data in the other plex
or plexes to provide enhanced data reliability. Mirror con-
figurations are described further with reference to FIG. 11.

FIG. 4 is a flowchart that illustrates an embodiment of a
method for controlling storage of data in an array of storage
devices, for example, as could be implemented by the file
system 11 of the storage system 10 of FIG. 2. A request
buffer 12 is initialized (Step 71), for example, by purging
buffered requests after processing. Write requests 41 are
received from clients 31 (Step 72), and buffered in the
request buffer 12 (Step 73). Other write requests can be
generated within the storage system, for example, for a
mirror resynchronization. The write requests 41 can include
data to be stored and/or references to data to be stored. A
reference can include, for example, a pointer, and can
include several levels of indirection. The data includes
blocks of data, which correspond in size to storage blocks in
the disk drives 21. The data can include data that fills only
a portion of a block.

Eventually, a sufficient quantity of data blocks are buff-
ered in the request buffer 12 for storage, or referred to by
buffered references (Step 74). The sufficient quantity of data
is determined according to one or more criteria. In one
embodiment, a criteria is a sufficient size of a write trans-
action. For example, write requests 41 can be buffered until
a write transaction having optimal chain lengths can be
processed by the file system 11. Another criterion is exhaus-
tion of available write buffers.

An embodiment of the invention logically groups write
allocated buffers. The groupings of buffers may be imple-
mented, for example, by the file system layer based on
predetermined criteria. Criteria include, for example: the
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number or size of data blocks (to be written) buffered for a
write transaction reaching a predetermined threshold
selected to maintain low latency and/or a chain length
sufficient to achieve efficient disk access; and the number of
write buffers available reaching a predetermined low thresh-
old.

When the RAID layer acts on these groups as individual
units and bases its chained reads and writes on these groups,
it will guarantee substantially optimal chain lengths. Thus,
the file system and RAID layers cooperate in promoting
optimized execution of write requests rather than performing
their respective tasks independently, as was the case in
known prior approaches.

In such prior approaches, the file system layer sent the
RAID layer individual stripe writes and the RAID layer
(which can be deemed for purposes hereof to include the
disk drivers) used its own heuristics in determining how to
combine reads and writes for multiple stripe writes to
generate longer chained reads and writes. Such an approach
typically fell short of optimal and the results were also
non-deterministic.

The file system 11 generates block layout information 15
that associates the data blocks with unallocated storage
blocks in a group of storage blocks in the disk drive array 20
(Step 75). The block layout information 15 can be, for
example, an association between data blocks and free stor-
age blocks in the group of storage blocks.

In one embodiment, the block layout information speci-
fies (a) those storage blocks by DBN and the identity of the
disks to which data blocks will be written, and (b) the lowest
and highest offset stripes involved in the write.

Implementations for generating block layout information
should attempt to realize the following key objectives: 1)
picking consecutive free blocks on a disk to lay out con-
secutive blocks within a file (which is intended to increase
read ahead performance of the file in subsequent read I/O
transactions); (2) writing out full stripes, so that the RAID
layer can compute and update parity efficiently; 3) providing
the RAID layer with large chain lengths for writes; and 4)
using up all free blocks so that the file system space can be
fully utilized.

It should be noted that objectives (1) and (2) can conflict
with each other since writing to consecutive disk blocks
means allocating to blocks within the same disk and writing
out full stripes means allocating across a RAID group. To
balance these two requirements, the file system layer may
limit the number of blocks of a file that it write allocates on
a particular disk to a predetermined number and then, when
that threshold has been met, it may select another disk for
further write allocation. Also objective (3) can conflict with
objective (4) since the allocation of a particular free block
can result in non-optimal chain length. Therefore, a designer
can develop an implementation that prioritizes these objec-
tives at the expense of compromising their realization when
they are in conflict.

One exemplary implementation for achieving these objec-
tives will now be described. In this implementation, write
allocation in the file system layer is performed one file at a
time, and, for each file, buffers “belonging” to the file are
allocated in the order of block numbers within the file
(“FBN™). The steps are as follows:

1) Selecting the next file to write allocate.

2) Selecting the disk with the lowest free DBN relative to

a certain base offset that has been chosen to allocate to
regions thereof with more empty space. Such a deter-
mination of relative emptiness may be made by several
alternative means. In this implementation, the file sys-
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tem layer maintains a count of free blocks for each
region of the disks. This set of counts can be searched
to find a relatively empty region.

3) Allocating the next buffer of the current file to the next
lowest free DBN of the selected disk.

4) Checking if a “full” block layout has been write
allocated. A “full” block layout is defined as the allo-
cation of all free blocks in a predetermined range of
stripes. If so, block layout information is dispatched to
the RAID layer.

5) Repeating (3) and (4) until there are no more buffers for
the current file or the FBN reaches a certain predeter-
mined boundary, and otherwise, proceeding to step(6).

6) If the current file has more buffers, proceeding to step
(2) and, otherwise, if there are more files to write
allocate, proceeding to step (1). If no more files are left,
the algorithm ends.

Note that this implementation prioritizes filling the avail-
able space over providing maximal write chain lengths in all
cases. Alternative implementations may do the opposite and
give preference to maximizing chain lengths. However, even
in this implementation, good chain lengths are achieved
because the write allocator preferentially picks areas of
RAID groups that have more empty space. It follows that, if
a block is picked for a write allocation in a disk region with
a lot of empty space, according to the above algorithm,
subsequent neighboring blocks will be picked to write
allocate subsequent blocks of the file.

Returning to FIG. 4, after generating the block layout
information 15, the method then executes a write of the
buffered data blocks to the associated storage blocks pursu-
ant to the layout information 15 by executing, for example,
chained writes to multiple stripes (Step 76). In particular, the
method provides writes that store at least some data blocks
on a single disk drive while writing other related data blocks
to storage blocks on other disk drives, preferably within the
same stripes. Thus, advantages of writing to storage blocks
on the same drive and to storage blocks within a stripe can
be realized. The data blocks are transmitted to the disk drive
array 20, for storage of the data blocks at the group of
storage blocks according to the block layout information 15
(Step 76). The RAID layer thus receives a complete write
transaction [/O request having optimal chain lengths for
writes.

Thus, the storage system 10 can process a write of
buffered data blocks to a two-dimensional group of storage
blocks that includes contiguous stripes in a RAID array.
Further, parity calculation overhead can be reduced by
optimizing chain reads. Moreover, in a preferred embodi-
ment, the RAID layer utilizes the block layout information
15 to select a parity calculation method and to organize
maximized chain lengths for reads required for parity cal-
culations.

Referring now to FIGS. 5-9, implementations of the
method of FIG. 4 are described. For simplicity, parity drives
are not shown or are shown in phantom. FIG. 5 illustrates
one embodiment of a RAID 4 array 20A of disk drives. It
will be apparent to one of skill in the art that features of the
invention can be implemented in storage systems with other
RAID configurations. The array 20A includes four disk
drives (labeled 1 through 4) for storing data blocks, and a
fifth drive for parity data (shown in phantom). Storage
blocks in the disk drives are identified by storage block
numbers. Storage blocks that are presently allocated are
indicated with an “X”. Remaining free storage blocks are
available for storage of data blocks.
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Responsive to topology information and block allocation
information received from the RAID layer, unallocated
storage blocks are selected in the array 20A for storage of a
corresponding number of data blocks associated with buft-
ered write requests. Preferably, the unallocated blocks are
selected to fill free blocks in an optimal number of stripes of
the array 20A.

Thus, stripes to which the write requested data will be
written include a group of storage blocks, in this example, a
two-dimensional array of storage blocks. One dimension, a
column dimension, corresponds to a disk drive number. The
other dimension, a row dimension, corresponds to a storage
block number.

FIG. 6 illustrates another embodiment of a group 120 of
storage blocks, which includes four stripes of sixteen total
storage blocks to process a single write transaction for the
file system 11. The group 120 has 14 free storage blocks. 14.
Buffered write requests 41 for the write transaction provide
14 data blocks for association with the group 120 via block
layout information. The data blocks and the association are
transmitted to, and processed by, the disk array manager 13
so that each data block is stored at its associated storage
block in the group 120.

A specific example of a write transaction for storage of
data blocks associated with four write requests 41 at a group
of storage blocks is described with reference to FIGS. 7 and
8. FIG. 7 illustrates four buffered write requests 50. Write
request A includes data blocks A1 through A6. Write request
B includes data blocks B1 through B4. Write request C
includes data blocks C1 and C2. Write request D includes
data blocks D1 through D7. The four buffered requests 50
provide data blocks, in this example, 19 data blocks, for
storage at a group of storage blocks.

FIG. 8 illustrates block layout information 15, in this
example an association 15A, between the data blocks of
FIG. 7 and a group of storage blocks in the disk drive array
20. The group includes six stripes in the array 20, which
provide 19 free blocks for one-to-one association with the 19
data blocks of the buffered write requests 41. The storage
system 10 then directs a write to multiple stripes, filling the
free blocks in the group. In alternative embodiments of an
association 15A, not all free storage blocks in the group of
storage blocks are associated with buffered data blocks.

The final transfer of data to free storage blocks in the
group of storage blocks, as mediated by the disk array
manager 13, for example, a RAID layer, can proceed via
simultaneous writes to each disk drive, with multiple storage
blocks being written on each drive. Thus, a write process can
include simultaneous storage of data at multiple stripes.

The disk array manager 13 is configured to interpret and
execute such write requests. In contrast, prior art RAID
systems typically process writes one stripe at a time, and a
typical prior art RAID interface would be unable to interpret
a write command that associated data blocks with rows and
columns of storage blocks in the array.

In preferred embodiments, the disk array manager 13
attempts to maximize chain lengths for writes. Unlike prior
art systems, a RAID layer receives a write transaction
request that includes block layout information 15 for a
complete set of stripes. The disk array manager 13 need not
wait for additional write requests to attempt to prepare
optimal chain lengths for writing to disks 21.

The RAID layer can examine write transactions, as
received from the file system 11. The RAID layer selects a
parity calculation method, for example, subtraction-based or
recalculation-based, for stripes to be written. The selections
can be made, in part, to optimize realization of contiguous
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storage blocks for read operations, and to maintain a high
degree of locality of reads or writes (i.e., reduce head seck
time while accessing data of a disk), and to minimize usage
of processor and memory resources. Chain lengths can be
optimized for writing of data blocks corresponding to client
31 access requests, as described above for the preparation of
block layout information 15. Moreover, a RAID layer can
optimize reading performed for parity-related purposes by
examining the block layout information 15 to select one or
more maximized chain lengths for the read.

Thus, the RAID layer uses both the selected parity cal-
culation methods and the block layout information 15
received from the file system 11 for contiguous block
determinations. Further, resource allocation can be opti-
mized, including, for example, /O resources and buffer
resources.

Further, a file system 11 can associate a priority level with
each write transaction. The disk array manager 13 can utilize
the priority level in a determination of the scheduling of
execution of the write transaction. For example, priority can
be selected by a client 31, or priority can be given to internal
system management processes.

FIG. 9 illustrates an embodiment of a disk drive array
20B, which has data blocks W1, W2, W3 stored at three
storage block groups 120A, 1208, 120C. The three storage
block groups 120A, 120B, 120C correspond to three write
transactions created by the file system 11. In this embodi-
ment, each storage block group 120A, 120B, 120C includes
a four disk drive by four block group of storage blocks, i.e.,
16 storage blocks. The data blocks W1, W2, W3 vary in
number for each storage block group 120A, 120B, 120C
because of variations in the number of unallocated storage
blocks.

Each storage block group 120A, 120B, 120C begins with
a stripe that includes a presently lowest-free-block (i.e.,
stripes 1, 5 and 9.) All unallocated storage blocks within
each group of storage blocks are used for a write process,
and each group of storage blocks includes a chain of
consecutive unallocated storage blocks in each disk for the
write process. Thus, all unallocated storage blocks tend to be
filled as write requests are processed. Hence, storage space
is efficiently utilized, related data blocks can be written to
and read from a single or restricted number of disk drives,
and parity calculation overhead can be minimized.

In preferred embodiments, the lowest numbered stripe for
a group is chosen as the stripe possessing a free block having
the lowest value, i.e., block number, of any free block (block
number 1 in the embodiment of FIG. 5, block numbers 1, 5
and 9 in the embodiment of FIG. 9.) Further, in preferred
embodiments, all unallocated storage blocks in each stripe
of a group of storage blocks are utilized for storage. The
lowest block number can correspond to a lowest-free-block
offset value, as described above.

It will be apparent, however, to one of skill in the RAID
storage arts, that features of the invention can be imple-
mented by defining the origin of a group at an alternate
location. For example, a group of storage blocks for pro-
cessing of a write operation can be chosen from a set of
contiguous stripes having no allocated storage blocks. Fur-
ther, features of the invention can be implemented without
storing data blocks at every unallocated storage block in a
group of storage blocks. Moreover, situations can occur in
which insufficient data blocks are available to completely fill
a group of storage blocks, or fractional data blocks must be
stored.
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The disk array 20 can include more than one RAID group.
In preferred embodiments, the RAID groups function sepa-
rately, i.e., independently. Each write process, i.e., each
write for buffered requests to a group of storage blocks, is
performed within a single RAID group. Thus, by separating
RAID groups, each RAID group can handle a write process
at the same time as other RAID groups.

Preferably, each RAID group has an independent base
block, and a current lowest-free-block. A lowest-free-block
offset for each RAID group can be defined as the block
number difference between the lowest-free-block and the
base block for each RAID group. The next write location in
a RAID group is determined by the lowest free block, to
achieve, in part, efficient utilization of storage space.

Further, to choose a RAID group for a next write process,
the offset of the lowest-free-block relative to the base block
can be determined for each RAID group. The RAID group
presently having the smallest offset is selected for the next
write process. Each RAID group can operated independently
of each other.

FIG. 10 illustrates the logical grouping of an embodiment
of'a RAID array that includes mirroring. The logical group-
ing is appropriate, for example, to object-oriented software
implementations of features of the invention. The logical
grouping can be implemented, for example, by the disk array
manager 13. The RAID array includes a set of logical objects
200 that represent a collection of disk drives in a hierarchical
structure. The set of objects 200 includes a volume object
205, a mirror object 210 and plex objects 2154, 2155. The
set of objects 200 further includes RAID group objects 2204,
2205, 220c¢, and 2204, and disk objects 225a, 2255, 225¢,
225d, 225e, 225f, 225g, 225h, 225i, 225j, 225k, 2251.

The set of objects 200 is arranged as a hierarchical tree,
with the volume object 205 as a root node. The file system
11 interacts with the volume object 205 via the disk array
manager 13. The term “object” can refer to object-oriented
software objects, or, more generally, to abstract entities
representing a logical combination of physical devices (i.e.,
disks) to help define operational behaviors.

The illustrative embodiment represents a hybrid RAID
level. The RAID group objects 220a, 2205, 220c, 2204
represent a RAID level 4 implementation, striping data on
two disks (e.g., 225a and 225b) with a third parity disk (e.g.,
225c¢). The mirror object 210 represents a RAID level 1
implementation. The inventive techniques, however, are not
limited to this implementation and other RAID levels and
hybrid RAID levels can similarly be represented by a set of
objects. Likewise, symmetry between the plex objects 215 is
not required. While the illustrated embodiment has two
plexes, the invention may be practiced alternatively with any
number of plexes, as will be apparent to those skilled in the
art.

A range of VBN’s 230a, 2306 are logical representations
of the actual storage space located on a disk drive in the
array. In one embodiment, a block size is 4 kilobytes. The
range of VBN’s 230a, 2305 is determined in a bottom-up
approach and each object in the set of objects 200 has its
associated range of VBN’s. A RAID group object 220a,
22056, 220c¢, 2204 is associated with the aggregate of the
VBN of its disk objects 2254, 2255, 225¢, 225d, 225e, 225f,
225g, 225h, 2251, 225j, 225k, 2251. For example, the VBN
range of the RAID group 220q is the aggregate of the disk
objects 225a, 2255 and 225¢. The plex objects 215a, 2155
are associated with the aggregate of the VBN’s of their
RAID group objects 220a, 2205, 220¢, 220d. For example,
the VBN range of the plex object 2154 is the aggregate of
the RAID group objects 220a and 2256.
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In this embodiment, because the mirror object 210 mirrors
plex 215a onto plex 2155, or vice-versa, the VBN range of
the mirror object 215 is not the aggregate of its plex objects
215a, 2155. Instead, the VBN range of the mirror object 210
is the union of the VBN’s of its plex objects 215. Thus, if the
implementation of the disks associated with each of the plex
objects 2154, 2155 is identical and the map of the ranges is
identical, then the VBN ranges 230qa, 2305 are identical, and
the VBN range of the mirror object 210 is identical to 230a.
The VBN range of the volume object 205 is the VBN range
of the mirror object 210.

Even if asymmetrical, the mirrored data needs to go into
the same block numbers in each of the VBN’s 230a4 and
23056. For example, data written into VBN’s 0-10 of the
VBN range 230a must be written into VBN’s 0-10 of the
VBN range 2304. In another embodiment, one plex has a
larger VBN range than the other plex. The size of the VBN
range of the mirror object 210 is that of the mirrored range
of VBNSs plus the non-mirrored VBNs.

The association of a range or ranges of VBN’s to objects
at each level is sometimes referred to as a RAID map. The
disk array manager 13 sends disk configuration information
14 to the file system 11, the information including the RAID
map of the set of objects 200. The file system 11 can thus
understand the disk array topology and can allocate data to
the VBN’s to optimize disk writes and/or disk reads.

The file system 11 can use the disk topology information
14 for preparation of block layout information 15. The file
system 11 can then formulate a write transaction as an
object, which includes the block layout information 15 and
the data for storage, and submit the object to the volume 205.

The file system 11 need not be aware of the existence of
the mirror 210. The mirror object 210, or layer, of the
volume 205 determines how to direct the access request
received from the file system 11. Mirrored writes are per-
formed within each plex 215a, 2154. For efficiency, parity
determinations may be performed only in one of the plexes
215a, 215b, with the results shared with the other plex 2154,
2155, provided the plexes have the same RAID group
layout, the parity calculation is performed in the same way,
and the data on both plexes are the same. Otherwise, parity
determinations may be performed for each of the plexes.

For example, the file system 11 can formulate an access
request, i.e., a write object, to write buffered data blocks to
the volume 205 in a VBN range of 26 to 29. The mirror 210
can then create two, mirrored write objects, one for each side
of the mirror, i.e., each plex 2154, 21554. In one plex 215a,
2155, reads of storage blocks in the VBN range of 26 to 29
will occur to support parity determinations, while the other
plex 215a, 2155 need only process writes to storage blocks.
The mirror 210 can be implemented with a single disk drive
or over multiple disk drives.

The two write objects thus have a master/slave relation-
ship, with the master responsible for parity determinations.
For such an implementation, the VBN ranges of the two
sides of the mirror are preferably identical.

FIG. 11 is a flowchart of another embodiment of a method
for processing write transactions received from the file
system 11 by the disk array manager 13, which in this
embodiment is a RAID layer. The method can be imple-
mented by a RAID layer in communication with the storage
array of FIG. 11. For purposes of FIG. 11, the storage array
shall be described as a non-mirrored configuration. The
method includes the following steps:

Step 500) Generate, by file system 11, the block layout
information 15 preferably with maximized chain lengths for
data writes to the disks 21.
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Step 501) Create an instance of a write object state
monitor to hold information regarding the write object and
resources allocated thereto, and confirm that the RAID
group is online and available to service the write transaction.
One embodiment of a write object state monitor is a array_
write 1/O task, as described in the co-pending, commonly
assigned patent application filed on even date herewith by
Srinivasan Viswanathan et al., entitled “Method and Appa-
ratus for Decomposing I/O Tasks in a RAID System”, the
disclosure thereof being incorporated herein by reference.

Step 502) Acquire a stripe lock for the range of stripes
corresponding to the block layout information 15. A “stripe
lock” refers to the grant of a lock by a resource manager in
response to a lock request e.g., made by a RAID layer, to
restrict access to the group of storage blocks prior to storing
the data. When a lock is granted, it can be mandatory or
advisory, and will tend to preclude concurrent access by
other write transactions to the restricted storage blocks. If
the lock cannot be immediately granted (e.g., if another
write transaction is in progress to at least some of the same
storage blocks), the write transaction is suspended until such
time as a lock may be granted.

Step 503) For each stripe, determine the parity calculation
method, as described above, and identify all blocks that need
to be read to support the calculation. If the storage array is
a mirrored configuration, prior to performing the foregoing
step, this method would perform the step of determining the
identity of the RAID array responsible for calculating parity,
and then that array performs this parity calculation deter-
mining step. The responsible array in a mirrored configu-
ration also performs the following steps 504-508.

Step 504) Allocate buffers for the reads needed to support
the parity calculation (the data buffers containing the data to
be written having already been allocated by the file system
layer).

Step 505) Perform reads in support of parity calculations,
as described above.

Step 506) Issue a parity calculation request to a thread or
other processing entity that is responsible for the calculation
of stripe parity data.

Step 507) Initiate logging of parity data to non-volatile
storage, including task-specific intermediate state informa-
tion, to allow for recovery in case of loss of parity data or
to make parity data consistent.

Step 508) Upon completion of logging per step 507, if
mirroring of the non-volatile storage is provided by the
system configuration, provide a copy of the parity log data
to the non-volatile storage mirror.

Step 509) Initiate disk writes to the range of stripes
corresponding to the block layout information 15 and the
parity data, preferably via chained writes. If the storage
array were a mirrored configuration, prior to performing this
initiation of disk writes step, the responsible array indicates
to the slave array that it can proceed to step 509 on behalf
of'its copy of the mirror data. Then, each of the RAID arrays
initiates disk writes to its data blocks pursuant to this step.

Step 510) Remove the parity log data for stripes once the
data write has been completed successfully (and such data in
the non-volatile storage mirror, if used). If the storage array
is a mirrored configuration, then the data writes for both
arrays must be completed successfully prior to performing
this step.

Step 511) Release stripe locks and free any buffers and
other resources allocated to the write transaction.

Some alternative embodiments of a method for processing
write transactions received from the file system 11 by the

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

18

disk array manager 13 are similar to the above method, but
vary the collection of steps that occur and/or the sequence of
such steps.

Referring to FIG. 12, some embodiments of file systems
11 of the invention are implemented as a modification of a
write-anywhere file system. One such file system, suitable
for modification according to features of the invention, is the
“WAFL” file system that is part of a storage operating
system, as described in commonly assigned U.S. Pat. No.
6,038,570.

Referring now to FIG. 12, in one embodiment the server
interacts with storage devices in, for example, a network-
attached storage environment, a storage area network, and/or
a disk assembly directly attached to a client or host com-
puter.

FIG. 12 is a schematic block diagram of an embodiment
of a storage operating system 800 that may be advanta-
geously used within the storage system 10. The storage
operating system 800 comprises a series of software layers,
including a media access layer 810 of network drivers (e.g.,
an Ethernet driver). The operating system 800 further
includes network protocol layers, such as the Internet Pro-
tocol (IP) layer 812 and its supporting transport mecha-
nisms, the Transport Control Protocol (TCP) layer 814 and
the User Datagram Protocol (UDP) layer 816.

The storage operating system 800 includes a file system
protocol layer that provides multi-protocol data access, and
includes support components for the Common Internet File
System (CIFS) protocol 818, the Network File System
(NFS) protocol 820 and the Hypertext Transfer Protocol
(HTTP) 822. A file system protocol layer can also include,
for example, support for the Direct Access File System
(DAFS) protocol.

The storage operating system 800 further includes a disk
storage layer 824 (i.e., a RAID layer) that implements a disk
storage protocol, such as a RAID protocol, and a disk driver
layer 826 that implements a disk access protocol such as,
e.g., a Small Computer Systems Interface (SCSI) protocol.
The disk storage (RAID) layer 824 can, for example, be
implemented by some embodiments of the disk array man-
ager 13.

Bridging the disk software layers with the network and
file system protocol layers is a file system layer 880 that that
is implemented by some embodiments of the file system 11.
The on-disk format representation of the file system 11 is
block-based using, e.g., 4 kilobyte (kB) blocks. Though
some embodiments include a variable block size, use of a
fixed block size generally provides greater storage system
flexibility.

In one embodiment, a read request from a client 31 is
forwarded as, e.g., a conventional CIFS or NFS protocol
packet over the computer network and onto the storage
system 10 where it is received at the network adapter 310.
A network driver of the media access layer 810 processes the
packet, passes it onto the network protocol layers 812, 814,
816 and CIFS or NFS layer 818, 820 for additional process-
ing prior to forwarding to the file system layer 880.

The file system 11 generates operations to load (retrieve)
the requested data from a disk 21 if it is not resident in
memory, e.g., memory 310. If the information is not in
memory, the file system layer 880 retrieves a VBN. The file
system layer 880 then passes the VBN to the disk storage
(RAID) layer 824, which maps that logical number to a disk
block number and sends the latter to an appropriate driver
(e.g., SCSI) of the disk driver layer 826. The disk driver
accesses the disk block number from disk 21 and loads the
requested data block(s) in memory 320, 331 for processing
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by the storage system 10. Upon completion of the request,
the storage system 10 returns a reply to the client 31 over the
network.

It should be noted that the software “path” through the
storage operating system layers described above needed to
perform data storage access for the client request received
by the storage system 10 may alternatively be implemented
in hardware. That is, in an alternate embodiment of the
invention, the storage access request data path can be
implemented, e.g., as logic circuitry embodied within a field
programmable gate array (FPGA) or an application specific
integrated circuit (ASIC). This type of hardware implemen-
tation increases the performance of the file service provided
by storage system 10 in response to a file system request
packet issued by client 31.

Moreover, in another alternate embodiment of the inven-
tion, the processing elements of adapters 310, 340 may be
configured to offload some or all of the packet processing
and storage access operations, respectively, from the pro-
cessor 320, to thereby increase the performance of the
storage system 10. It is expressly contemplated that the
various processes, architectures and procedures described
herein can be implemented in hardware, firmware or soft-
ware.

As used herein, the term “storage operating system”
generally refers to the computer-executable code operable
on a storage system that manages data access and, in the case
of file servers, may implement file system semantics. The
invention should not be deemed to be limited to file servers,
however. A storage operating system can be implemented as
a microkernel, and include the file system layer 880 to
implement the file system 11 semantics and manage data
access. The storage operating system can also be imple-
mented as an application program operating over a general-
purpose operating system, such as UNIX or WINDOWS NT,
or as a general-purpose operating system with configurable
functionality, which is configured for storage applications as
described herein.

In addition, it will be understood by those skilled in the art
that the inventive techniques described herein may apply to
any type of special-purpose (e.g., server) or general-purpose
computer, including a standalone computer or portion
thereof, embodied as a storage system. The file system layer
and the RAID layer (or components thereof) can be imple-
mented on the same computer system or on separate com-
puter systems in communication with one another. The same
can be said of the layout information generator and the
storage device manager (or components thereof). The stor-
age operating system can run on a single computer system
or device or be distributed to run on a plurality of computer
systems or devices. Moreover, the teachings of this inven-
tion can be adapted to a variety of storage system architec-
tures including, but not limited to, a network-attached stor-
age environment, a storage area network and disk assembly
directly-attached to a client or host computer. The term
“storage system” should therefore be taken broadly to
include such arrangements.

Variations, modifications, and other implementations of
what is described herein will occur to those of ordinary skill
in the art without departing from the spirit and the scope of
the invention as claimed. Accordingly, the invention is to be
defined not by the preceding illustrative description but
instead by the spirit and scope of the following claims.

What is claimed is:
1. A method for controlling storage of data blocks in a
plurality of storage devices, the method comprising:
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buffering a plurality of write requests associated with the
data blocks for a single write transaction;

defining a group of storage blocks, the group comprising
a plurality of storage blocks in each of the plurality of
storage devices; and

associating each data block with a respective one of the

storage blocks across the plurality of stripes to generate
an association; and

transmitting the association to a storage device manager

for processing of the single write transaction.

2. The method of claim 1, further comprising receiving by
a file system the plurality of write requests, and transmitting
from the file system to the storage device manager the
association for processing of the single write transaction,
wherein the storage device manager comprises a RAID
layer.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein associating comprises
associating each data block of at least one of the write
requests with storage blocks of only one of the plurality of
storage devices.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein defining the group of
storage blocks comprises receiving by the file system from
the storage device manager configuration information of the
plurality of storage devices.

5. The method of claim 4, wherein the configuration
information comprises disk topology information.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the group of storage
blocks comprises more than one stripe in a RAID group.

7. The method of claim 6, wherein the group of storage
blocks comprises more than one contiguous stripe.

8. The method of claim 7, further comprising transmitting
the association and the data to the plurality of storage
devices to store each data block at the respective one of the
storage blocks of the more than one contiguous stripe.

9. The method of claim 6, wherein the plurality of storage
devices comprises more than one RAID group, and defining
the group of storage blocks comprises defining the group of
storage blocks from storage blocks in a first RAID group.

10. The method of claim 9, further comprising defining a
second group of storage blocks in a second RAID group for
association with data associated with a second plurality of
write requests for processing of a second write transaction.

11. The method of claim 1, further comprising queuing a
plurality of associations by the storage device manager for
processing of a plurality of write transactions.

12. The method of claim 11, further comprising process-
ing the plurality of write transactions by the storage manager
in an order derived from a plurality of priorities associated
with the plurality of write transactions.

13. The method of claim 1, wherein the group of storage
blocks comprises a same quantity of storage blocks in each
one of the plurality of storage devices.

14. The method of claim 13, wherein each of the plurality
of storage blocks comprises contiguous storage blocks.

15. The method of claim 1, wherein the group of storage
blocks comprises allocated and unallocated storage blocks.

16. The method of claim 15, wherein defining the group
further comprises selecting an unallocated storage block
having a lowest block identifier of any unallocated storage
block as a storage block having a lowest storage block
identifier of any storage block in the group.

17. The method of claim 1, wherein the write requests
comprise data to be written.



US 7,200,715 B2

21

18. A device for controlling storage of data in a plurality
of storage devices each having storage blocks configured in
a plurality of parallel stripes, the device comprising:

a buffer collecting write requests, each request associated

with data blocks;

a processor defining a group of storage blocks, the group
having a plurality of storage blocks in each of the
plurality of storage devices, the processor associating
each data block with a respective one of the storage
blocks across the plurality of stripes for a single write
transaction; and

a transmitter transmitting an association to a storage
device manager for processing of the single write
transaction.

19. A device for controlling storage of data in a plurality
of storage devices each having storage blocks configured in
a plurality of parallel stripes, the device comprising:

means for buffering a plurality of write requests associ-
ated with data blocks for a single write transaction;

means for defining a group of storage blocks, the group
having a plurality of storage blocks in each of the
plurality of storage devices; and

means for associating each data block with a respective
one of the storage blocks across the plurality of stripes,
for transmitting an association to a storage device
manager for processing of the single write transaction.

20. A computer readable media, comprising: the computer
readable media containing instructions for execution in a
processor for the practice of the method of,

buffering a plurality of write requests associated with data
blocks for a single write transaction;

defining a group of storage blocks, the group comprising
a plurality of storage blocks configured in a plurality of
parallel stripes in each of a plurality of storage devices;
and

associating each data block with a respective one of the
storage blocks across the plurality of stripes, for trans-
mitting an association to a storage device manager for
processing of the single write transaction.

21. A method for controlling storage of data, comprising:

receiving one or more write requests associated with data
blocks;

receiving topological information associated with storage
blocks configured in a plurality of parallel stripes of a
storage system,

associating the data blocks with one or more storage
blocks across the plurality of stripes as an association;
and

writing the data blocks, in response to the association, to
the one or more storage devices in a single write
request.

22. The method of claim 21, further comprising: trans-

mitting the association to a storage device manager.

23. The method of claim 21, further comprising: associ-
ating each data block with a single storage block.

24. The method of claim 21, further comprising: storing
the data blocks in the association.

25. The method of claim 21, further comprising: storing
the data blocks in a memory of the storage system.

26. The method of claim 21, further comprising: creating
an array as the association.

27. The method of claim 21, further comprising: buffering
a plurality of write requests into the single write request.

28. The method of claim 27, further comprising: buffer-
ing, in a buffer, the plurality of write requests into the single
write request until a predetermined criteria is met.
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29. The method of claim 28, further comprising: meeting
the criteria when a buffer is full.

30. The method of claim 28, further comprising: meeting
the criteria when the single write request is a predetermined
logical length.

31. The method of claim 30, further comprising: receiving
topological information of a plurality of storage devices of
the storage system.

32. The method of claim 31, further comprising: using a
RAID system as the plurality of storage devices.

33. The method of claim 21, further comprising: using a
plurality of disks for the storage system.

34. The method of claim 21, further comprising: trans-
mitting the association to the storage device manager.

35. The method of claim 21, further comprising: organiz-
ing the association as a combination of columns and rows.

36. The method of claim 35, further comprising: associ-
ating each column with a storage device.

37. The method of claim 36, further comprising: associ-
ating each row with a stripe of the storage device.

38. The method of claim 37, further comprising: arrang-
ing the association as a plurality of stripes on a plurality of
storage devices.

39. A storage system, comprising:

a file system, the file system to receive one of more write

requests associated with data blocks;

a storage device manager, the storage device manager to
generate topological information of storage blocks con-
figured in a plurality of parallel stripes of one or more
storage devices, and to send the topological informa-
tion to the file system; and

an association generated in the file system, the association
to associate the data blocks with one or more storage
blocks across the plurality of stripes of the one or more
storage devices, the association to be sent to the storage
device manager, the storage device manager to write
the data blocks, in response to the association, to the
one or more storage blocks as a single write request.

40. The storage system of claim 39, further comprising: an
association that associates each data block with a single
storage block.

41. The storage system of claim 39, further comprising: a
memory to buffer the data blocks for the write request to the
one or more storage devices.

42. The storage system of claim 39, further comprising: a
memory to store the association containing the data blocks.

43. The storage system of claim 39, further comprising:
one or more storage devices having storage blocks.

44. The storage system of claim 39, further comprising: an
array as the association.

45. The storage system of claim 39, further comprising: a
buffer in the file system to receive the one or more write
requests.

46. The storage system of claim 39, further comprising: an
arrangement of columns and rows in the association.

47. The storage system of claim 46, further comprising:
each column representing a storage device of the one or
more storage devices.

48. The storage system of claim 46, further comprising:
each row representing a stripe of the one or more storage
devices.

49. The storage system of claim 39, further comprising: a
plurality of disks as the one or more storage devices.

50. The storage system of claim 39, further comprising: a
RAID system as the plurality of storage devices.
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51. A storage system, comprising:
means for receiving one or more write requests associated
with data blocks;
means for receiving topological information associated
with storage blocks configured in a plurality of parallel
stripes of a storage system;
means for associating the data blocks with one or more
storage blocks across the plurality of stripes as an
association; and
means for writing the data blocks, in response to the
association, to the one or more storage devices in a
single write request.
52. A computer readable media, comprising: the computer
readable media containing instructions for execution in a
processor for the practice of the method of,
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receiving one or more write requests associated with data
blocks;

receiving topological information associated with storage
blocks configured in a plurality of parallel stripes of a
storage system,

associating the data blocks with one or more storage
blocks across the plurality of stripes as an association;
and

writing the data blocks, in response to the association, to
the one or more storage devices in a single write
request.



