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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: It's September 28th, 2002, we’re at the Casperkill Country Club in East Fishkill, New York, and we’re here with Herb Wild.  Welcome and thanks for talking with us.  I wanted to start out by asking what brought you to the Stretch project and who hired you?

Herb Wild: Well, Steve Dunwell himself came to me and hired me and I was one of the original group as far as the nucleus was concerned for planning and the developing of the concept of Stretch.

DAG SPICER: I think not many people were hired directly by Dunwell.

Herb Wild: I wasn’t hired by him, I was working in IBM and he came to me when I was on a hiatus and said “I want you to join me” and I did.

DAG SPICER: Tell us what he was like to work for and what his strengths were.

Herb Wild: Steve was a person that is very difficult to describe because he was extremely optimistic, enthusiastic and could inspire you to consider technical achievements which you hadn’t even realized before.  He was a driver, yet he did not--you did not feel driven.  

DAG SPICER: A lot of people have said that, that he seemed to know what interested you as a person and technically and that he would try to foster that.

Herb Wild: Yes he did, no question.

DAG SPICER: So one of the remarkable things about Stretch from my perspective forty years later is how all of these wonderful things came to pass from a group that had never done this kind of thing before and yet came up with at least fifteen or twenty architectural innovations that had never occurred to anyone before.

Herb Wild: Well, one of the great architectural innovations from my standpoint, because I was associated with it, had to do with the Input / Output Organization and that is that previous to this computers basically were control units for card reader, or punchers, printers and so forth, and in this case Steve wanted to be able to have a computer disassociated from the complement of peripheral equipment and be able to connect any one of them at any time as desired depending upon the program.  And this is the charge that he gave me to develop this concept.

DAG SPICER: So the I/O channel architecture?

Herb Wild: That resulted in an I/O channel called the  Stretch “Exchange,” “Link Exchange” actually was the codename given for it, and this was a multiplexing system that allowed the connection of tape drive control units and printer control units, card reader control units, card punch control units and so forth, and was able to multiplex them to allow communication between the main memory, depending upon the program that operated it, and the devices themselves to exchange information back and forth.

DAG SPICER: Was this a form of crossbar arrangement?

Herb Wild: No this absolutely was not.  This was a form of the program telling the device that it desired information to be either sent or received to a particular segment of memory which was set by the program and the program would tell the, for example a tape drive, to deliver information to so much information from a certain tape drive, from a certain address to a certain place in memory at certain addresses for use by the program, or it would also  take information from memory and deposit it into a certain segment of the tape drive or it would send it to the printer or to the punch or get it from the card reader. 

DAG SPICER: Who were some of your co-workers?

Herb Wild: There was Doug Calvert and Bob Fletcher, John Lyon, Dick Marlin, there was Bill Walinski, who is no longer with us, and many, many others.

DAG SPICER: So you were a hardware engineer then?

Herb Wild: I was a hardware engineer, there’s no question about it.

DAG SPICER: You were in IBM before Stretch?

Herb Wild: Yes I was for several years.

DAG SPICER: What were you working on before then?

Herb Wild: Before that I worked on the first commercial computer, the 702, and I designed the card and waveform generator for that, and then I designed and built card-to-tape and tape-to-printer systems for the 702, which was one of the reasons for Stretch, that Stretch was able to deliver information back and forth to the peripheral units while it was still running programs.  IBM computers that existed at that time had to have external systems to send information to a printer or receive information from a tape or deliver information to a tape or receive information from a card reader.  So, effectively, the computers before Stretch were control units for peripheral systems that had a capability of computing, where Stretch was a computer that used the I/O devices as sources of information and sources of storage.

DAG SPICER: That’s a very interesting perspective. 
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HERB WILD: . . . with the 360 systems, which were derivatives of the Stretch system. You had that architecture which allowed the decoupling, it allowed the computer to go on its way with its programs and select from the various I/O devices what it needed and deliver it to the I/O devices what it wanted to be stored.

DAG SPICER: Right, and carry on with its computations. So, how about after Stretch, what happened?

HERB WILD: Well, after Stretch I was responsible for data communications program for a while, then I was thrown in to the European Laboratories for a period of a couple of years, and I was over there as a consultant to the different laboratories to help in their programs that were developed for the 360 system. And after that I came back and was the engineering manager of the  9020 system which was an en route air traffic control system for the FAA. And that was used by the FAA for  quite a number of years and just a few years ago--it was supposed to be  decommissioned in 1985--but in 1995 was still in existence, although upgraded. And now it is not used anymore, new systems are in.

DAG SPICER: If I remember correctly it was Y2K problem.

HERB WILD: Not really no.

DAG SPICER: No, ok. Now that was a twin CPU architecture wasn’t it?

HERB WILD: Three, triple.

DAG SPICER: Three. Ok.

HERB WILD: A triple redundant system.

DAG SPICER: So was there a voting mechanism?

HERB WILD: No, that was a very, very interesting system. The FAA 9020 system had three processors, three I/O control units, three processors for input / output from data recording systems from teletype and telephone lines and radar and so forth. And so any unit that dropped out due to a fault would be replaced by one of the units.  It was always run at two thirds capacity so that any time that one unit in this complement of  three screens and bisected by several segments, they could drop out a unit and it would be replaced by another unit immediately without losing anything.

DAG SPICER: Right. Complex software behind that I bet.

HERB WILD: Oh yes. Software and hardware.

DAG SPICER: Sounds complicated. Right.  Well, is there anything else you’d like to say, specifically how Stretch influenced your life and your career?

HERB WILD: Well, I think that from the standpoint of Stretch influencing my life, I think that I was very, very fortunate in having Steve have his eye on me as one of the participants in his program.  His vision, and his enthusiasm, and his outstanding ideas as to what you could do I think has affected me throughout my career and even in my life. There’s no question about it. He was he was a tremendous person, I wish you would have known him.

DAG SPICER: Yes, I met his son here tonight actually.

HERB WILD: Oh I didn’t meet him. I know Julie.

DAG SPICER: Steve Junior.

HERB WILD: Yep. He- he was one of the most interesting and influential people that I have ever met, in a positive direction.

DAG SPICER: I’m glad IBM recognized that eventually.

HERB WILD: Eventually recognized it.

DAG SPICER: Yeah.

HERB WILD: I was at the meeting when he was castigated by T.J. Junior and that was very, very disheartening ‘cause I knew what they didn’t know.

DAG SPICER: Right. What you had accomplished.

HERB WILD: Yes.

DAG SPICER: The obstacles you had overcome.

HERB WILD: Yes.

DAG SPICER: Right. Well are there any final thoughts that you’d like to say?

HERB WILD: No, except that I think that this occasion has been  really been something that I never expected and my feelings toward it from looking forward to it with some apprehension to now leaving it with a sense of ‘hey, this was great.’

DAG SPICER: Well, that’s great.

HERB WILD: You know, it was wonderful.

DAG SPICER: I’m so glad.

HERB WILD: I’m so glad I saw all those people that I knew before and it’s like this nostalgia with a big jolt, you know.

DAG SPICER: Mmhmm. Well, that’s a great way to end I think. Thank you very much for talking to us.

HERB WILD: Why you’re welcome.

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