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On September 28-30, 2002, a unique group of computer professionals met in Poughkeepsie, New York, to celebrate the IBM 7030 (aka “Stretch”) computer.  This computer, first shipped in 1961 and over five years in the making, is one of the most remarkable computer products ever designed.  With dozens of new architectural concepts that revolutionized the industry as well as the nascent field of computer science, Stretch embodied the very best of IBM—the best people, the best technology, the most demanding customers.





This transcript is a verbatim transcript of interviews conducted during the course of the Reunion.  The Computer History Museum, home to the world’s largest single collection of computer artifacts, is proud to offer this series of transcripts as part of its ongoing mission to preserve and present the artifacts and stories of the information age.  





Every effort has been made to check the accuracy of this transcript.  All interviewees were asked to verify the relevant transcript.  When they replied with changes or comments, this is indicated in the footer of each document’s pages by the phrase “Checked by Interviewee.”  Note that most of the subjects did not respond to CHM’s request to proofread their comments.





If you have any questions or feedback relating to this transcript, please contact Dag Spicer, spicer@computerhistory.org.
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DAG SPICER:  So let’s start.  We have Bill Collier here.  It’s September 29th, 2002 at the Casperkill Country Club in Poughkeepsie, New York.  And Bill, I’m so glad you could talk with us because you’re one of the prime movers of the reunion and our last interview today.  And I just want to say that it was a tremendous reunion, very invigorating for Mike and I.


Bill Collier:  Life affirming.  It makes you feel good about what you did and where you are now, and-- yeah.


DAG SPICER:  Yeah.  So do you want to just talk a bit about the reunion and then we can talk about Stretch for a couple of minutes.


Bill Collier:  Well I had a good friend, Joe Hart, and we talked about having a reunion every once in a while.  And Ken Tooker put out a newsletter informally while we were in IBM about who had transferred, moved on, married.  And Ken gave us a copy of that.  Joe died  two years ago and Ken and I weren’t making progress.  And we mentioned this to Eric and Eric said, “I know what to do. I’ve done this before.  Leave it to me.”  And he was off and running.  He’s run bigger reunions and he just knew the technology.  The key event was  Ken said, “I have been in touch with Fred Brooks over the years.”  And Eric says, “I will write to him.”  So he wrote to Fred, said, “We’re thinking of a Stretch reunion.  Would you be willing to speak?”  And Fred said, “Great.  What date do you want?”  And Eric says, “Any date that’s good with you.”  And Fred chose a beautiful weekend, September 28th and 29th in September and here we are.  That gave us credibility.  And that -- once we knew Fred was gonna speak -- then lots of people said, “Oh yeah, yeah.  I want to come.  I want to be part of that.”  


DAG SPICER:  That’s great.  And a lot more people answered than you expected at first?  Is that accurate?


Bill Collier:  Well, it started out as Poughkeepsie programmers.  That was the names in Ken’s newsletter.  And one of those people was Chris Larson, who’s on-- lives in Hawaii.  And he started looking for names on the web.  He made maybe over a thousand phone calls.  I don’t know.  It was a lot.  And he would just get on a website, get a list of names, go down the list, calling people.  And he located a lot of people.  I would guess fifty percent of the people were initially contacted by Chris.  


DAG SPICER:  That’s amazing.  And you and he generated that database?


Bill Collier:  Yes.  Right, right.


DAG SPICER: That’s quite amazing considering the length of time that had elapsed for a lot of those people.


Bill Collier:  Yes.  Yes.  A lot of people had been out of touch-- Jim Willard from the NSA said, “I’ve been out of touch for thirty years.”  And so he was-- he was just delighted to come and make contact again.  


DAG SPICER:  So about Stretch, why don’t you tell us a bit about what brought you to work on Stretch and what you did and who you worked with?


Bill Collier: Well I was graduating from college.  I needed a job.  IBM offered me a job and I had a choice of  some interesting things.  I guess I didn’t get my first choice, which was down at Research, but Stretch in Poughkeepsie sounded like a darn good second best.  And so I moved here.  And I mentioned this in the reunion book.  I liked to think in mathematical terms and, you know, life in a corporation isn’t mathematical.  It’s a bunch of smart people moving generally in the same direction, but with lots of people going in their own way and competing.  And I was overwhelmed.


DAG SPICER:  It’s a stochastic process!


Bill Collier:  Yes, yes, yes.  I was just overwhelmed.  I think I did not function awfully well.  I wrote some interesting programs, but I see Eric, how Eric  performs in an organization and he’s just amazing.  He’s just amazing.  Lots of other people, like last night,  I was talking to Laura Adams, you know, we just-- what is it that makes some people with this energy and confidence to start telling others what to do?  And why do the others listen, you know?  People choose to be leaders, people choose to be followers and  I don’t understand what the difference is in the-- in the people that makes ‘em make that choice.


DAG SPICER:  Well on Stretch, one thing that amazes me is the qualitative change in computer design that occurred with Stretch.  It wasn’t just a quantitative faster version of a previous model and so on, it was completely different architecturally. 


Bill Collier:  Yes, yes.


DAG SPICER:  Do you have any explanation for that?  Is it the young engineers?  Is it the brilliant architects?  Is it IBM’s corporate culture?


Bill Collier:   Go listen to the tapes from last night’s talk.  Those were the guys who did this.  I didn’t even-- I knew the name of Brooks and- and Amdal and Dunwell and- and those, but I didn’t know  before this started, I didn’t know the names of John Cocke, of course, didn’t know the names of a lot of the leading engineers.  Those guys were just amazing.  They did something truly wonderful.


DAG SPICER:  Yeah.  I know you really get that feeling despite. . .


Bill Collier:  Right.


DAG SPICER:  You know certainly all the interviews here and the panel yesterday, you just knew that this was kind of a once-in-a-lifetime project.  And I think maybe even at IBM there was a once-in-a-lifetime way of managing a project and pushing the company in a way it doesn’t usually operate.


Bill Collier:  Apparently it wasn’t managed in a traditional corporate sense all that well.  And there was a crisis.  And the folks in Kingston were called in.  They had done the SAGE, interfaced with the government, they had all these plans and procedures and protocols and controls.  And they were appalled.  And  one of the guys in the reunion book, I should remember his name.  I don’t.  He was one of the two people who led this effort to make this a corporate project.   And okay.  Where did we come from?


DAG SPICER:  How do you mean where did we come from?


Bill Collier:  What was the point here?


DAG SPICER:  Oh, the question?  How did this machine come about?  I mean no other company did it.  It just seemed to be the right people at the right time with the right management.  


Bill Collier:  You’re asking the wrong person.  I got-- I was just a sailor on the  deck of the battleship.  But I wasn’t up in the control tower.  


DAG SPICER:  Okay, fair enough.  Do you have any people that you worked with that you really admired or enjoyed working with?


Bill Collier:  <Sighs>.  I thought Carl Balke out at Los Alamos did a wonderful compiler.  And I asked Gull Hera why IBM didn’t pick this up and support it.  And he said, “Well, who’s going to maintain it?  You know, there’s all this code that Carl has written and if we take it on and give it out to customers then we have to provide support.  And you know, are we gonna make money doing that?”  And I was full of idealism and I couldn’t  believe how crass commercialism would kill what I thought would be a wonderful project.


DAG SPICER:  Right.


Bill Collier:  So I was impressed with Carl.  There were a lot of smart people around, all the people, you know, you’ve interviewed ‘em, you’ve seen the organization charts, a lot of great people that  I’m going to kick myself in a few minutes when I realize I missed a chance to talk with about the-- some great people.  But, you know, they were all bright and the programmers that were by themselves, there weren’t the-- this demigods like they were in engineering.  They were just a bunch of. . . programming was new.  There were no rules.  There were. . . you didn’t know what was good or bad.  You knew what who was smart and who was productive and it was just a bunch of guys.  It was like a big poker game, but it was fun.


DAG SPICER:  Do you have any parting thoughts on either Stretch or the reunion?  We’re so grateful that you helped put this on.


Bill Collier:  Well, I want to thank you and Mike for coming and doing this.  Like the first step was getting Fred Brooks to agree to talk.  And that the second step was getting you folks to come and make this really a serious occasion.  Eric, you know, was a little  uncomfortable with your coming in and maybe taking attention away from what was primarily a social event for him.  And I was just delighted.  I said, “You know, the weekend’s gonna be over, but what the computer museum people record is going to be forever.”  And I was so grateful you were here.  And thank you, thank you.


DAG SPICER:  Well we’re really happy we’re here too.


Bill Collier:  Yeah.


DAG SPICER:  Okay, well is that it?  


Bill Collier:  Yeah, that’s it.


DAG SPICER:  Okay.


Bill Collier:  Good.


DAG SPICER:  Thanks so much, Bill.


Bill Collier:  Thanks very much, Dag.


--------------------------------END----------------------------- 
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