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—McCartney, Scott. 1999. ENIAC : The Triumphs and Tragedies

of the World’s First Computer. Walker

McCartney does not seem particularly set against Atanasoff; this is the first
impression but changes considerably at the latest by chapter 8 with discussion
of the Honeywell v. Sperry case (at a theoretical level this chapter is misguided,
and contains falsehoods whose instances are described).

McCartney does interesting things that we have not seen in other authors.

1) Place the visit by Mauchly to Atanasoff inside its context : a series of
visits he did during the critical years 1939-411, a variety of conferences, meetings,
expositions were attended (NY World Fair 1939, AMS in 1940 are mentioned);

Although his interest for the most part appears to have been in electrical
calculating machines (as indicated among others by a Sep. 1939 letter).

The most interesting of these is one where he was supposed to have met
Wiener and both agreed about electronic computers’ future. Meanwhile the
most interesting of the classes was a Summer 1941 course by the US army in-
tended to give people like Mauchly with mathematical-physics background a
crash introduction to electronics (of relevance due to war effort).2

”Soaking up all he could from his contemporaries, Mauchly drove
to Dartmouth College in New Hampshire in 1940 to a meeting of
the American Mathematical Society, where Stibitz demonstrated his
electromechanical calculator, the Complex Number Computer. Stib-
itz explained how relays used in telephone circuits were better than
gears and wheels in calculating machines; Mauchly already knew vac-
uum tubes were better than relays because he had seen tubes work-
ing in physics experiments at Swarthmore. After the demonstration
Mauchly chatted with Norbert Weiner, a prominent MIT mathemati-
cian, and the two agreed that electronic computers were ”the way to
go.” After that, Mauchly stepped up his experimenting with vacuum-
tube circuits patterned after Stibitz’s flip-flop.” pp. 36-37

2) A further, interesting, contextualization effort : Digital machines and
experiments with them being, per his description, an outsider domain of science
at the time :

”[Atanasoff’s] prototype was digital, not analog, and thus was out of
the mainstream of university research. Most of the major universi-
ties were enmeshed in major experiments on next-generation analog
machines. They had grown up on Bush’s Differential Analyzer, and

1(because preceding ENIAC, and thus important for evaluating the machine’s genesis)
2We could not find Wiener in the Burks book, index or else.
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their research was devoted to perfecting that technology. Digital was
something new and different and not yet accepted.” p. 37

3) He also gives a lot of background information for Honeywell v Sperry case
:

“By the end of the 1960s, the computer industry was known as ”IBM
and the seven dwarfs.” In 1965, IBM had 65 percent of the computer
market. The seven dwarfs had 34 percent. Of the seven, Sperry Rand
was the largest at 12 percent, followed by Control Data at 5 percent,
Honeywell and Burroughs at 4 percent each, then General Electric,
RCA, and NCR, all at about 3 percent.

(...)

[ENIAC] patent in hand, Sperry turned its guns on the other six
dwarfs. In 1967, negotiations for royalties from Honeywell Corpo-
ration reached an impasse ...” pp. 173-74; 78

and cross-licensing deal between Sperry and IBM (a monopoly-like situation
according to Honeywell) :

“Remington Rand wanted complete access to IBM patents. IBM fig-
ured that in return, from Remington, it should get access to ENIAC
and UNIVAC computer patents (...) In 1956, one year after Sperry
bought Remington Rand, Sperry and IBM settled their patent swap.
They managed to keep the complete terms of their deal secret, for
fear it would provoke more antitrust problems. What it amounted
to was a cross-licensing deal under which IBM agreed to pay ✩10
million (...) for computer royalties” p. 177

Honeywell - R. K. Richards (the engineer, computer historian) link :

“Honeywell’s lawyers got lucky. Henry L. Hanson, general counsel
for Honeywell’s patent division, happened to be a classmate of an
Iowa State electrical engineering graduate named R. K. Richards,
who had written an obscure book about computer development in
which he mentioned the work of John Atanasoff (...) Hanson men-
tioned the book to the Washington attorneys Honeywell had hired for
the case. With the help of Iowa State, they tracked down Atanasoff,
who happened to be in suburban Washington, just minutes from the
lawyers’ office.” pp. 179-80

Atanasoff’s circumstances post-Iowa :
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ventor three decades after the fact by a federal judge. Incredible!” p.

202

Atanasoff did not become an ”instant celebrity”. He remains an obscure

computer scientist, whose role and legacy is still in the process of being worked.

He almost certainly had not become a celebrity at the time, because this all

happened during a period when computers were still far from the mainstream,

multiple years away from even the 1977 personal computers boom. Watergate

revelations were in the middle of being produced. A President resigning in scan-

dal, a bomb shell like this one, was something people could understand. Unless

they belonged to the elite of computer users, let alone scientists, how could a

revision of the electronic computer inventor thirty years down the line mean

anything to them?

By then the author is so far lost that he starts presenting, easily discarded,

falsehoods :

“Herman Goldstine (...) wrote a well-regarded book detailing the
historical development of the computer. (...) Goldstine said that
Atanasoff never amounted to much, that his chief contribution “was
to influence the thinking of another physicist...” p. 203

Goldstine calls the Atanasoff Berry computer, in the previous sentence, “a

great pioneering effort”. And, in the next page : “The discussion greatly influ-

enced Mauchly and through him the entire history of electronic computers.”
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TV — Ghost in the Shell Arise [1: Ghost Pain]

Il. ltr : i. Borma, ii. Saito, iii. Batou, iv. Kusanagi, v. Aramaki, vi. Togusa, vii. Ishikawa, viii. Paz

Il. airport security (of the future) : ’heavily cyborg’
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