
Stretch Reunion

Interview with John Griffith
September 28, 2002

Interviewed by Dag Spicer

Computer History Museum

IBM 7030 (“STRETCH”) REUNION TRANSCRIPTS

General Notes

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.
DAG SPICER:
We’re here today with John Griffith.  It’s September 28, 2002 at the Casperkill Country Club.  And thanks for joining us.  We really appreciate it.

John Griffith:
 It’s a pleasure so far.

DAG SPICER:
Can I ask you how you joined Stretch and who brought you on board?

John Griffith:
  I came on board to Stretch from the 709 machine.  When I first came to IBM, the 704 was just beginning to go out the door and I was assigned to work with Gene Amdahl and Elaine Boehm on it.  And then  after the 704 was in production, there was a need for another machine and so we immediately started working.  And that was the 709.  And Elaine and I did much or most of the work on that I guess.  And in the meantime the Stretch machine was sort of coming to life, but we weren’t part of it at that point.  At that point we were still working on the 709, trying to get it out.  And then our work was finished and it went into production.  And then the next machine down the line was, I guess, Gene Amdahl’s machine.  That was the “Datatron” it was called.  And we started working on that, actually learning about his ideas because all of the ideas on that were his. He reached an impasse with IBM and decided to leave the company as he describes in the book.  <Laughs>.  Before he left he-- Jerry Haddad I think it was--required him to tell us all of his ideas that he had.  And he had many, many, many ideas, really.  He was he was, like I say, his brilliant mind knew no equal in machine design in my personal opinion.  So anyway, he did.  He dumped all of his ideas on us and we then went to work trying to get these recorded as the Stretch memo series.  There was a Stretch memo series.  And I don’t remember how that came out, but we wrote many memos and most of them as best I recall, I haven’t seen ‘em for such a long time now.  But most or many of them at least were all his ideas that were..

DAG SPICER:
Gene Amdahl’s.

John Griffith:
 Yes.  Yeah, that’s right, Gene Amdal’s ideas.  Yeah.  Elaine and I didn’t have any ideas of any consequence at that point.  Our ideas were all in the 709.  Those we would take credit for ultimately.  <Laughs>.  And so that’s how we got on the Stretch.  We were on the Stretch project and it was getting bigger all the time and there were more and more people.  And so it was it was all-- became more exciting all of the time actually.  

We felt, I felt too, since--see in those days I had come to IBM from Livermore so I knew--I knew all about the applications that it would be working on, which was nuclear weapons design.  And so that was the background that I brought to the Stretch machine, a knowledge of the applications, which we coded up. And it didn’t run of course, but we coded some of ‘em up to see, you know, if it would do it and timed it out and that sort of thing.  

I don’t remember <laughs> when I left the project.  I’m not sure I ever did leave the project.  But that fact is that’s what it was.  We were working on that for years and years it seemed like.  And then, my memory fails me here to try to figure out what happened next, but we were like I say, we were there up until it got out.  But along the way as the project became close to being finished, the 360 was arising.  And so Elaine went off to work on the 360 and I went off to work on another idea having to do with trying to run two machines or several machines at one time interlocked so that they could sort of keep track of each other, I guess is really the word for that.   And we filed patents on all of that and then I don’t know how-- somehow or another I got--I ended up in robotics.  

DAG SPICER:
Can I just back up a little?

John Griffith:
 Yes.

DAG SPICER:
You’re the first person who’s mentioned that Gene Amdahl made a contribution to the Stretch project.

John Griffith:
 <Laughs>.  No kidding.  

DAG SPICER:
Yeah.  And this is something I want to pursue with you because most people credit it to Brooks and JGerry Blaauw and so on.  But I’d love to hear more about it if you have any specific.

John Griffith:  No, this- this-- see this sort of thing is-- yes.  See this is just my memory.  And my memory may be faulty, see, so I’m not saying, you know, that they deserve all the credit they got so I would never quarrel with that.  But at the time, my recollection is this is what we were doing, but I could be very wrong.  You would have to go back into the archives and dig out the Stretch memos and all the patent applications and things like that to see whether or not what I’m saying is at all true.  I remember, for instance, when I retired from IBM, I went through my file cabinet looking for stuff that needed to be saved, because Lyle Johnson had been in touch with me in the past about some archival information.  And I went through my folders and things in the file cabinet and I found one piece of, [what] I thought, was crucial information which was Amdahl’s first explication of his idea of overlapped memory, what was called overlap memory in those days.  And it’s in his own hand-- in pencil, by the way, on quadrille paper.  And I remember that was in a folder sort of.  And I remember marking it and I wrote a note on it which said, and in fact this is the first thing I had ever remembered,  you know, and so that-- and I forget what the date on it was or anything like that.  But there I’m assuming there’s probably bits and pieces of that stuff there.   But this is not to say that the people who came after you know, did something wrong or different or anything like that, they sought their way.    

DAG SPICER:
But in that particular case. . . that would be the interleaved memory of the Stretch you think.

John Griffith:  That’s right.  That was all-- that all ultimately went into the Stretch machine.   All that I knew about it anyway, yeah.

DAG SPICER:
After all this I didn’t ask you if you were on the software side or the hardware side.

John Griffith:  Oh, well I was <laughs>, yeah.  I was in an odd position.   I was a member of the Product Planning Department.  But I was not a programmer except that I had been a programmer out of Livermore where I had came from, you see?  And I was an engineer by trade, you see, which is the other side of it.  And so I was sort of in between being an engineer and a programmer.  And although in the work at that time that we did, Elaine Boehm was the real programmer because she- she knew a lot about applications.  The only thing I knew was scientific applications, which were important enough.  But she knew the insurance business and some others where they had large databases and that sort of thing.  And she had worked in those fields.  And so she did practically all of the program testing that we did.  When we would have ideas for various and sundry things and then she would write up a test program and see if it really worked for applications taken out of the insurance industry.  And I would do the same thing with respect to scientific problems.  And that was just about it.  We would do that.  Once we were convinced that whatever the idea was we were working on was better, cheaper, faster, quicker, or something like that, that was it.  We didn’t pursue the point.  And in those days <laughs> what happened with the 709 sort of reveals I guess a little bit.  What happened there was that one day we got a call from--  she was working in Poughkeepsie at the time and I was working I think down in Yorktown Heights.  And we got a call from the Patent Department saying, “Come up to Poughkeepsie tonight more or less on an emergency basis.”  They were very, very insistent we get up there as soon as possible.  So we did.  We showed up after work and the patent attorney who’s—that was Gunner Hoffman, had this patent that he was about to file.  And he said what had happened was that they were-- they had assigned credit for it but they had not been able to find out who the people were who invented it.  And- and the-- and the third-- there were three people.  There was Elaine and myself and then a guy named Joe Brown.  Now Joe Brown had actually been assigned the job of preparing the patent.  The thing is like an inch thick.  He must--he must have <laughs> he must have worked like a dog, ‘cause it was really a lot of work.  And when I saw all that, he says, “Oh, my golly.  He did all that himself?”  And we weren’t part of it.  But Gunner said the reason was ‘cause they couldn’t find out who- who had their-- Joe just knew that he didn’t invent all of that stuff, you see?  And so anyway we signed it and forgot about it.  And then later on we got an award for that.  We got--hell, they--they gave us a five thousand dollar award to split among the three of us.  And also we got a Distinguished Invention Award also out of it, Elaine and I and he did.  They had a big dinner in-- down in New York City and blah, blah, blah kind of thing.  And so then that was it.  That was all the 709 and I never paid any attention to it after because it was a done deed then, so to speak.  

DAG SPICER:
Did you interact with the people in Los Alamos at all in the shaping of the machine?

John Griffith:   Yes, a little bit.  I had when I worked at Livermore, I spent summers at Los Alamos  working with Harwood Kolsky, in fact.  <Laughs>.  And  other people too.  And we were designing nuclear weapons but at that point Livermore didn’t have a high speed computer, but they had Los Alamos had a 701 and so they loaned us some time on it.  And so another fellow and I went down and we programmed up the problems and ran them on a machine and- and did that, like I say, off and on for a couple of years.  And  so I knew all the people.  I knew Bengt Carlson and Ed Bridge and all those people.  Harwood knew ‘em too of course.  And so, yes.  We knew them all, so to speak.  And so that’s how I got to know a lot of ‘em.  And then I was when he came to IBM that was great.  I says, “Now I know we got it covered.  We got-- we got Livermore’s problems and Los Alamos’ problems,” and so we felt that the Stretch machine would be able to handle any of that much better than 701s would ever do.

DAG SPICER:
Right.  Can you talk a bit about the rivalry between the two labs?

John Griffith:  Yes, there was plenty of it.  It was there forever and no doubt still is as Harwood has said.  I never really understood where that came from, except that it came from a very high level indeed.  And we were generally. . . Livermore was assigned things which were different than what Los Alamos was assigned, but Harwood knows more about that than I as to how all that sort of came to pass.  But, yes, there was continuous rivalry.  On the other hand, if we were to ask Los Alamos for something like machine time, or advice, or something like that, they invariably gave us, you know, more than we’d ever want.  And we did the same with them too.

DAG SPICER:  Here’s a question that I haven’t asked anyone before, but it occurred to me when Bill Collier was showing me some documents that IBM had put out in the 60s where IBM would actually help you build a bomb shelter.  And my question to you is did the cold war lend a sense of urgency to the team’s work?

John Griffith:   Yes.  It surely did because Edward Teller felt that the Russians were our true enemy.  And at that point the emphasis was on trying to develop new super weapons before your enemy developed them.  And so, yes indeed I would say that that influenced the whole thing.  No question of it at all, I would say.  At least in an area.  Sure.  Here people were, you know, working hard to develop bigger, better bombs.  And that’s exactly what they were doing.   I never participated in the Stretch activity per se, but that’s, like I say, that’s what they were doing.   

DAG SPICER:  So you think that filtered down to the Stretch team as well in terms of motivation?

John Griffith:  Probably did, sure.  Because, yeah, hey, you know, as you say, if you’re going to design ‘em, you got to do it on a computer.  There ain’t any other way that I can think of anyway.  And so I think yes.  I think that probably did influence things, but it’s hard to know without having really been there, you know?  But I would certainly assume that indeed it did filter all the way down.  That was like I say..

DAG SPICER:
Pervasive..

John Griffith:
Yeah, that was absolutely per..

DAG SPICER:
It’s dinner time so I guess we have to wrap it up.

John Griffith:
Oh, okay.

DAG SPICER:
I wanted to ask you about Steve Dunwell and John Cocke, if you had any stories about them.

John Griffith:
Oh, yes.  Well, John Cocke I knew very well.  I was a very close friend of his like everybody else.  And he was great.  And again, he had a super brilliant mind; he could see things long before anybody else could see them.  He had a knack for sort of putting the pieces together and making it come out the right way.  He was he was truly an awe-inspiring guy as a technical guy.  And I spent many, many hours with him, you know, drinking beer and doing all the other things that we do.  And like I say, he was one of a kind.  There’s no replacement for a guy like that.  I contrast him with some other people in IBM who were  ‘wild ducks,’ as some people called them at one time.  Like Andy Hiller is another guy like that.  Nobody’s mentioned him ‘cause he’s not part of Stretch or anything.  But there are people like that.  And John was unbeatable all the way along.  Now Steve, Steve was a great leader and Steve understood.  Steve had he had an architect in mind.  He knew what it was gonna look like and he also had the leadership ability to sort of make it happen is what he did.  And  I think it’s-- I think what he is-- he did was great.  I think like I say that we should have gotten him to work on it sooner maybe <laughs>, rather than later.  But it was terrific what he did.  He was like I say, he was a leader.  He was really a leader.  And that was a big help all the way along on all that.  He- he put the people-- right people together; he knew smart people from dumb people.  And so as I say, the people that he gathered around him  were all so very superior people.  And there’s no question in my opinion that that had a lot to do with the success of the program.  Absolutely.

DAG SPICER:
Any parting thoughts that you’d like to leave us with?

John Griffith:
No, I’m gonna say my piece on this tonight and you can listen and put it on the tape again.

DAG SPICER:
At the dinner?

John Griffith:
Yes.

DAG SPICER:
Okay.

John Griffith:
Yeah, I’ve- I’ve asked for two or three minutes.

DAG SPICER:
Okay, great.

John Griffith:
And so I now have about two or three sentences.

DAG SPICER:
Yes.

John Griffith:
I’ll say it down and help you stop.

DAG SPICER:
Okay, great.  Thank you so much.  I really appreciate it.
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