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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:  Great.  Okay, it’s September 28th, 2002.  We’re here at the Casperkill Country Club and we are privileged to have Larry Kanter.   Can you tell us a bit about what brought you to the Stretch project and how you got involved?  Who recruited you?

Larry Kanter:  Oh, okay.  I was associated with Harvest.  That’s the adjunct to Stretch.  And Jim Pomerene was the systems manager and he came from outside the company to inside the company from Princeton.  Very bright, very smart, but he didn’t know the IBM ways.  So typical IBM management says, “Okay, we’ll have this bright guy with a younger IBM person.”  And so they chose me to be Jim Pomerene’s assistant.  And so that’s how we got together.  It was somebody up higher who thought that Jim needed just a little bit more of IBM know-how to get the program through.  And that’s how it happened.

DAG SPICER:  Jim had worked with Von Neumann?

Larry Kanter:  Good old Von Neumann.  Can I tell you a story about Von Neumann?

DAG SPICER:  Please do.  Yes.

Larry Kanter:  Okay.  Now I remember this, but don’t forget, I remember this forty years ago.  I was on the 701, the very first computer that IBM ever created.  But it was a direct copy from the Princeton machine from Von Neumann.  And so Von Neumann came up one day in, let’s say in 1953, to give us a pep talk.  The biggest complaint we had was that we were programming in machine code, the bits--ones and zeros--and if you made a mistake, you had to start all over again.  So we all complained to Von Neumann what a lousy way to program.  And Von Neumann just looked at us for about maybe twenty seconds.  He says, “Well why don’t you let the computer do the assembly?”  And all of us said, “Why didn’t we think about that?”  And that’s--that’s a true story.  So Von Neumann was responsible for the assembly program for IBM.  Okay?  And that’s-- okay.  That’s a real true story.  I was there.  So I was with IBM since the 701 and worked my way up through all scientific computers.

DAG SPICER:  Did you work with Cuthbert Hurd at all?

Larry Kanter:  Cuthbert Hurd.  Yes, with his white collar; scared the bejesus out of us.  We had to work on the machines with a white collar.  And he was-- but Cuthbert okay.  We were twenty-two, twenty-three, twenty-four, and Cuthbert was all of forty-five and he walked on water, or close to it.  Yeah, so I do-- I do know him, but not directly.

DAG SPICER:  Right, any good stories about him?

Larry Kanter:  Well outside of the white shirt--that we had to work with white shirts on, which is the IBM way.

DAG SPICER:  Right.  I wanted to ask what you did on the Stretch project.

Larry Kanter:  Well I was working with Harvest.

DAG SPICER:  I’m sorry, Harvest.

Larry Kanter:  Yeah, Harvest.  You know, that’s a good question and there’s Eric Bloch said that it was my job to make that sucker come out on time.  So that’s exactly what I did.  I was not heavy into the architecture or the systems design, but I was instrumental in making sure that the guys met their schedules.  So I was kind of the worker bee in that group.  Not the intellectual worker bee, but the guy who got it out.  Jim Pomerene was the guy who really was behind it all.  So I don’t want to take any credit for that.

DAG SPICER:  What were some of the differences between Stretch and Harvest?

Larry Kanter:  Well Stretch, ‘cause it was stand-alone, that was a stand-alone machine.  Harvest was an adjunct to it and dependent upon certain faculties of the Stretch machine to feed in Harvest certain streams of data and then they would they would execute whatever demands.  By the way, none of us ever knew where that machine was going.  That was a very closely guarded secret.  How good it was can be only said by the fact that it lasted fourteen, fifteen years down there.  I was down at NSA in 1953 with the first 701, so I had a little interaction with the NSA.  And they are a closed mouth bunch of boys.  

DAG SPICER:  Oh, yeah.

Larry Kanter:  Yeah.  <Laughs>.  Okay.

DAG SPICER:  Since-- sorry, go ahead.

Larry Kanter:  That’s okay.

DAG SPICER:  I wanted to pick your brain a little bit about the 701 even though it’s kind of off topic...

Larry Kanter:  Yeah, yeah.

DAG SPICER:  As far as this reunion goes because that seemed to be a very key machine in many ways for IBM.

Larry Kanter:  It was a management training program.  When you finally got down to-- every one-- almost every one of us who were associated with the 701 gradually rose up through the ranks and most of them became directors of laboratories or vice-presidents.  So it was a magnificent training group, but it was a hell of lot of fun too.  Yeah.  Tubes, vacuum tubes-- every morning we had to get up--we rotated this--but every morning we’d get up at four in the morning and bring the machine up.  And if it came up right away, let’s say twenty-five, thirty minutes, there was a whole line of programmers waiting to get on the machine.  And they could have the machine until like four-thirty to eight o’clock.  But if we had a problem, they just had to stand in line.  So that was a tough way to program back in the 1950s.

DAG SPICER:  Right.  Now was this the machine at 590 Madison?

Larry Kanter:  590 Madison.  That’s when we had to wear the white shirt--that’s where Cuthbert comes in.  That’s where we had to wear the white shirts.  

DAG SPICER:  Right.

Larry Kanter:  Yeah.  701, then the 704, 709 and 7094 and then Stretch and then. . . Got to give Ralph Palmer, I don’t know whether he’s been mentioned or not.  He was a lab manager.  He had the foresight to really drive the engineering house.  He was really a person of enormous foresight.  And he took a lot of pressure off us from management.

DAG SPICER:  Well that’s good you brought him up because not many people have brought up his name.  But he was very key.

Larry Kanter:  Well Ralph Palmer-- yeah.  Great.

DAG SPICER:  Tell me about some of the people you worked with.

Larry Kanter:  Well, Eric Bloch. Eric Bloch.  Oh, let’s see.  Well then there’s of course Ralph Palmer.  There’s a- a guy who passed away in a plane accident.  It was John Haanstra.  The driving force, tough engineer.  You couldn’t pull the wool over his eyes at all.  So Haanstra.  Then we have, and it’s been mentioned a number of times, Red Dunwell.  An absolutely superb leader of men.  He knew how to handle each one of us with such style.  <Laughs>.  I mean you never could get mad at Red even though he <laughs> even though you know you didn’t win you couldn’t get mad with the guy.  And I’m glad to see that he got just recognition by the group. 

DAG SPICER:  Can you tell us a bit about your trajectory after Stretch?  Did you stay with IBM?

Larry Kanter:  Oh, yes.  Yes.  I have to be a little careful because it will sound like self-promoting, but Stretch taught me the technology I needed and the management techniques I needed.  And from there, thereafter, I really-- because I had the Stretch mantle on my back, I had a lot of good assignments and rose relatively fast in the company.  So I-- but I give that to Stretch because of the training, and Eric Bloch and Fred Brooks.  So that’s about it.  Great twenty-five years.  I wouldn’t trade it for the world.  Can I just tell you a story of how I got into IBM?

DAG SPICER:  Please do.

Larry Kanter:  IBM got this contract to build the 701 and they had, I would say, four electronic engineers in the whole company.  They had electrical engineers, but not electronic.  IBM had a close relationship with RPI [Renssellaer Polytechnic Institute].  They came up and practically hired the whole graduation-- the whole graduate class.  I was taking my masters.  And so I sort of backed into IBM because of this contract.

DAG SPICER:  Wow.  That’s interesting.

Larry Kanter:  Okay?  Luck has something to play with it.

DAG SPICER:  Right.  

Larry Kanter:  Yeah.

DAG SPICER:  One question that I’m asking everybody is how did all these innovations come about from this one fairly small group of people?  Do you have any thoughts on that?

Larry Kanter:  That’s a very-- first of all, it’s a good question.  And I-- if I can use the French word élan, you know, I mean there was a spirit there that suppressed negative competition, but fostered positive competition.  And I mean so it was just-- everybody just wanted to do the best job.   And I can’t say it any simpler than that.  I mean there was a-- really an allegiance to Red Dunwell.  And I don’t want to make it any more profound than that.  I mean there weren’t any Ph.D.s walking down the hall, muttering to themselves.  It was just, “Let’s do it.”  that’s all I can tell you.

DAG SPICER:  I think that’s it, unless there’s anything else.  Any thoughts you’d like to leave us with?

Larry Kanter:  I’m just happy that Red Dunwell finally got the credit that he should-- he should get, okay?

DAG SPICER:  Okay, terrific.

Larry Kanter:  Thank you very much.
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                               Computer History Museum

                               http://www.computerhistory.org
                            © 2002 -2004 Computer History Museum

                            Page 10 of 10

