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Abstract 
 

In November 2013, CBI director Tom Misa conducted a series of oral history interviews 
with 13 former employees of Control Data Australia (1963-89) including the details of 
each person’s career, before and after working for Control Data.  Topics that are common 
to many of the interviews include Trevor Robinson’s key role in organizing Control Data 
Australia; the early computer sales in Australia to the Bureau of Census and Statistics, 
Department of Defence, Postmaster General, Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial 
Research Organisation (CSIRO), Bureau of Meteorology, and several prominent 
Australian universities.  Control Data Australia did business data processing for such 
large concerns as Broken Hill Proprietary (BHP), Telstra, and others.  A distinctive 
emphasis was its work in developing computer systems for race-track betting for the state 
of Victoria’s Totalisator Agency Board (TAB) as well as for other Australian states and 
New Zealand.  Other topics include relations with Control Data’s headquarters in 
Minneapolis, business data processing, data centers, database management, networking 
and Cybernet, and projects done in several Far East countries. 
 
Interviews were conducted with Richard Bament, John Baxter, Ron G. Bird, Tony 
Blackmore, Lyle Bowden, Marcel Dayan, Ian Downie, Julie James, George Karoly, John 
O’Neil, Garry Pearce, Rob Robertson, and Bruce Wilson. 
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Misa:  Today is 16 November 2013. My name is Tom Misa. We’re in Melbourne, 

Australia, talking with John O’Neil. He joined Control Data Australia in 1963 and 

worked in a variety of different positions until 1986. So that will be the main focus of our 

discussion today. John, just to start, can you say a bit about your background and 

education, and how you became familiar and interested in the computing field? 

 

O'Neil:  Sure. I grew up in Newcastle, which is still a coal town, about 90 miles north of 

Sydney, on the coast. My parents moved to Sydney when I was about 15, in my third year 

of high school. [After finishing high school] I then went on the University of Sydney; 

started a degree in engineering; got involved in too many other things; and had a couple 

of missed years and changed across to science. I worked in the department of physics at 

Sydney, as an undergraduate when Professor Harry Messel came out to Australia. He was 

a power house Canadian; very young professor to take over the chair of a department of a 

major university. And I left before I graduated, but went back after I met my wife 

because she said she wasn’t going to marry me if I didn’t have a degree. [Laughs.] So I 

went back, got my science degree, initially then worked in AWA [Amalgamated Wireless 

Australia] Research Laboratories as a research engineer, and about two years after that 

my wife Jo got a scholarship that she decided to take up in London, a post-doc 

scholarship. She is a pharmacologist. And we moved to London. I had been contacted by 

English Electric to consider joining them when I got there, and I subsequently did that. 

They were a large electrical conglomerate that had got into computers for their own use, 

and then other people had asked “would you make one for us?” That was quite common 

in the early days of the computer industry, I think. I spent the first year in London but 
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very soon was commuting to Kidsgrove, which was where this division was based. I did 

some programming [of DEUCE] in the London Data Centre, and then started working on 

[the development of] a large-scale scientific computer that they called KDF9. We moved 

to Kidsgrove after a year, which is where their base was. About the end of that second 

year in England, the Bureau of Stats and CSIRO [each] issued specifications for quite 

large (in those days) computer networks; [English Electric] decided to bid on those, and 

to bid [i.e., to offer the] KDF9.And as I probably knew the machine better than most 

people, because I had a coordinating role in the design group, they asked me come back 

to Australia to work on the proposals. 

 

Misa:  Bureau of Stats, that’s also connected to the Census, is that right? 

 

O'Neil:  That [was] the Bureau of Census and Statistics, originally. Yes. And we usually 

called it Census in the early days, and Stats in the later days, for some reason. So I came 

back here. My wife said “well, if you’re going back there for 3 to 4 months to work on 

that, I’m moving back,” because by now we had our child, and so I joined English 

Electric in Australia. About that time, EE [English Electric] combined with Leo 

Computers, another English computer company, and in Australia, they formed, with 

AWA, Australian Computers. Leo had had a couple of installations in Melbourne; 

English Electric had sold a KDF9 to the University of Sydney, which hadn’t been 

delivered, obviously, at that stage.  I first ran into Control Data, apart from reading about 

them in the computer press, in early 1963. It was at a computer conference in Melbourne, 

the Second Australian Computer Conference. And Trevor Robinson, who was part of 
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manufacturer’s representative E. L. Heymanson and Company, was there, and they 

actually had a 160A on display. And I looked at that and I thought that’s a pretty neat 

machine. The engineering was just fantastic.  

 

Misa:  A Control Data 160A? 

 

O'Neil:  160A, yes. . . . and I think it had that effect on quite a few people in the industry 

because the quality of the engineering just stood out.  

 

Misa:  Just to double-check that would be the small machine that Control Data might 

have sold as a minicomputer . . . 

 

O'Neil:  They did. 

 

Misa:  . . . but never quite saw it as a product line, in the sense that DEC and Data 

General turned minicomputers into a big product line. 

 

O'Neil:  No. 

 

Misa:  But it was a notable design and a missed opportunity . . . 

 

O'Neil:  Oh yes. 
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Misa:  . . . elegant engineering that didn’t quite connect to the market.  

 

O'Neil:  CDC did sell them to NCR, and NCR put them out as I forget what machine they 

called it, but, you know, one of their commercial machines was really the 160, 160A 

internally; kind of a brown desk, rather than gray and white one that Control Data had. 

But originally, when Heymanson did approach Control Data — and the story’s in the 

[documents] I’ve left you — Control Data people said oh look, concentrate on 160As. 

These other machines, like the 1604 and 3600, they’re going to be too big for you. But 

the Bureau of Stats and CSIRO, especially Census, each had a requirement for a large, 

central processor, or central processing site, in Canberra, which would be (at) the 

headquarters in Canberra. And then a number of satellite systems around the states; 

CSIRO [was in] three states; Bureau of Stats, every state. The 3600 fitted their 

requirements for the central sites extremely well. KDF9 also fitted. But the English just 

didn’t invest the money in this industry and I was getting a bit disenchanted with them, 

particularly when we lost those orders to Control Data. And I got feelers from Trevor 

[Robinson] that if I was interested in a job, would I come and talk with him next time I 

was in Melbourne. So that’s what led me into Control Data.  

 

Misa:  So the Second Australian Computer Conference was an important moment. 

 

O'Neil:  Yes, that was in January of that year; and for the company, because . . . 

 

Misa:  . . . for you personally, and for the company as a whole. 
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O'Neil:  . . . it exposed Control Data, for the first time. Those departments, the Bureau 

and CSIRO started to talk to one another when they realized they were both, in Control 

Data’s case, in English Electric’s case, and in some other cases being bid the same central 

sites.  

 

Misa: It wasn’t a joint bid? 

 

O'Neil:  Oh no, they had two separate bids but they were so close in their requirements, it 

happened that way. You know, that’s why everyone and his brother bid on those. At that 

time, the only large government site that existed [in Australia] was the Defence 

Department, which a year before had bought Honeywell 800s for a logistics role in 

defense. And that was important because that became a major training ground for 

programmers on large systems in Australia. IBM primarily had, by that time, the 1401 

was probably [their] best known machine. They had some [IBM] 700/7000 series that 

sort of thing, in a few insurance offices, I think, originally; but the 1401 was probably the 

biggest selling machine. You had most of the U.S. manufacturers and most of the 

European manufacturers represented in Australia. The contestants for CSIRO and Bureau 

of Stats; I don’t think anyone saw Control Data coming until after the event. 

 

Misa:  There’s a headline “Government’s Surprise Choice” — this is the Australian 

Financial Review, June 20, 1963 — “£4 Million Computer Orders Won by ‘Outsiders’.”  
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O'Neil:  That’s right, absolutely; very much an outsider. The ones that were strongly in 

the running, or thought they were strongly in the running were probably GE, Honeywell, 

IBM; on the English side, English Electric, LEO, and Ferranti. I don’t think any of the 

European companies bid, but it quickly got down to looking like it was between three of 

us. I think it was Control Data, English Electric, and GE, as I recall. Control Data got the 

lot, which was interesting. And Trevor’s story on that is worth reading; it really is a good 

history [on] how that occurred. So that’s how I got into Control Data. I guess I spoke to 

Trevor about joining, about the same time as they got the contract, but I had some 

commitments I’d made to the British company to get some proposals done and some 

other tenders, [for example] a tender for the Australian Atomic Energy Commission in 

Sydney. And so I said I can’t join you until September [or] October. I think I had the 

offer in August and joined them some months later. But that’s my background of how I 

came in.  When I joined, basically, Control Data was quite wonderfully unique. It was the 

only one with its head office in Melbourne. All the other big [computer] companies had 

their head offices in Sydney, which was regarded as the commercial capital. Melbourne 

was regarded as the financial capital of Australia. Sydney was regarded as the 

commercial capital, but at the time, most government departments were headquartered in 

Melbourne. 

 

Misa:  Ministries were here in Melbourne. 

 

O'Neil:  Ministries were in Melbourne.  
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Misa:  . . . the capital and the Parliament would be in Canberra.  

 

O'Neil:  Yes. And Canberra was virtually a nonentity. About this same time, the 

government had started to make the decision to really move ministries to Canberra 

because up to then, it was really just a little country town with a parliament house and 

nothing else, you know, just some minor offices for support units from the various 

ministries, to support the politicians. And so Canberra then went into a rapid expansion 

phase in the 1960s, and became what it is today. [Government] department headquarters 

were moved to Canberra. But we set up in Melbourne and it was convenient to stay here. 

I think the other computer companies were all much the same. 

 

Misa:  Can you say something about why Melbourne was attractive then to Control Data? 

 

O'Neil:  Yes, the type of equipment that Control Data made, the largest customer 

opportunities, we felt, were going to be government: federal government, state 

government. And so while the departments were headquartered here — and it took them 

a decade or more to actually move to Canberra — this was the place to be. So we stuck 

with that decision from then on. Melbourne had some disadvantages from a 

communications point of view, in that all your international air services were out of 

Sydney. Melbourne Airport could only take small jets and turbo props; but that didn’t 

really worry us. So we started off, truly started hiring within a very short time of getting 

those contracts, or the contracts actually being signed. There was a notification of the 

award, and then the contract negotiations. 
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[Locally] there were just three of us involved [in sales]; Trevor, and then he hired Bruce 

Bambrough, who had worked with Bendix, or Bendix representation; and also Bruce had 

worked with AWA. And Bruce wanted to stay in Sydney so he stayed based in Sydney; I 

came on board in Melbourne; and that was our sales force. Trevor had the view that he 

only wanted to hire top people. He wanted a high degree of quality in the company so he 

wanted people that really understood computers, knew what they were doing, and he felt 

that we would build the best support organization in Australia. And so we had a lot of 

hiring to do to meet the requirements of those two contracts. Apart from that, Heymanson 

had already sold a 160A to what was known as the PMG (Post Master General) Research 

Laboratories; it was our postal and telecommunications organization. 

 

Misa:  P-M-G? 

 

O'Neil:  Postmaster General’s Department. Their research labs had bought a 160A; we 

(also) had the 160A in the office in Melbourne.  Aeronautical Research Laboratory leased 

a 160A; I can’t remember when they actually got it. I think it was in that first year. I think 

it was after; yes, Trevor had started selling that to A.R.L. in the Heymanson days. The 

other contract we expected to pick up in that first year was the Atomic Energy 

Commission, which was based out of Sydney; and that was peculiar because Trevor and I 

flew up there late in that first year, you know, in December that first year to plan the 

training of their people. That’s how serious they were. The problem we didn’t know was 

the head of the AEC was also the Vice Chancellor of the University of New South Wales, 

the second large university in Sydney, and he’d done a deal with IBM that said if they got 
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the contract for AEC, IBM would give them a very cheap [IBM] 360 [model] 50 for the 

university.  

 

Misa:  So kind of a package deal. 

 

O'Neil:  So that threw the department; the guys who thought they were making the 

decision in AEC discovered they weren’t. [Laughs.] They were simply told the contract 

was going to IBM. So that was one that. Trevor had bid a [Control Data] 1604 to them on 

the understanding that, later on, it was going to be a [CDC] 3400 delivered; it was 

announced [not] long after.  

 

Misa:  Why don’t you say something about Trevor’s impact on the early [Control Data 

Australia] culture?  

 

O'Neil:  The first thing was that he wanted quality people who could develop and we 

accepted in that process, we would probably have a bit of a churn rate. If you get very 

good people then you can’t provide them all career paths; and that subsequently over the 

years was the way it worked. The sales operation was regarded as something everyone 

was involved in. He [Trevor] wanted to get sales through our reputation for quality of 

product and quality of support. We didn’t accept a sales incentive scheme. 

 

Misa:  No incentive scheme.  
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O'Neil:  No. On the understanding that if we were successful, everyone in the company 

would benefit. So it was a very egalitarian company in that way, there was not a strong 

[formal] management culture, as such. Trevor was a walk and talk manager; I think we 

all were. That [went] away after a couple of years when we’d been very successful and 

the corporation refused to let us pay bonuses to everyone. We thought well, bugger you, 

in that case we’ll accept your damned incentive schemes.  

 

Misa:  Right. Because the incentive scheme might boost sales, but there’s also divisive 

games that sometimes the salesmen feel like they need to play . . . 

 

O'Neil:  Absolutely. That’s the problem. 

 

Misa:  . . . so there’s team effort versus an individual salesperson’s effort.  

 

O'Neil:  Yes. But fortunately, I think, before that came in we had pretty much established 

the culture that said there’s a team effort, we’re about excellence, that everyone will be 

recognized some way or another, and that the engineers, and the analysts, and the tea lady 

are all just as important as everyone else.  And we were trying to avoid game playing. 

Fairly early, we sold a [Control Data] 3200 — at the time, just after the end of that first 

year, 1963; some of the universities were given funding by the Commonwealth 

government to put in computer systems. At that stage, there was the University of New 

South Wales EE Deuce [they called it UTECOM], Harry Messel had actually built 

SILLIAC [the Sydney University version of ILLIAC], which was probably the first large 
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machine, and IBM had sold a couple of 1620s and Ferranti had sold a couple of very 

small computers. So when a number of the universities got sufficient funds for something 

decent, we were hoping that they would go with [CDC] 3200s — Monash [University] 

did. [But] the other two or three that were buying at the time did deals with different 

companies because there were good deals going from all the companies at that stage, so 

for example, the University of New South Wales got their 360/50 through IBM, 

University of Western Australia bought a DEC PDP-10; think it was a 10 being bought 

for them. I don’t think Queensland had anything at their site. In South Australia. Adelaide 

University had a [IBM] 1620. 

 

Misa:  Seems that though the funding was centralized, the discussions at the university 

level all were with different vendors and so the universities had whatever deal that they 

wanted. 

 

O'Neil:  Oh, absolutely. And get the best deal you could. 

 

Misa:  . . . it wasn’t the government central . . . 

 

O'Neil:  No. It wasn’t a central, it was . . . 

 

Misa:  . . . it was decentralized. 
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O'Neil:  . . . in fact, the government increasingly was funding the university system, the 

federal government. And they recognized the need for computers, increasingly, in 

universities so they made a number of grants available. And then on the next round of 

grants, which were probably three years later, I think, we scored quite well with, by that 

time, the Cyber systems. The first [CDC] 6000 series we sold was to the University of 

Adelaide, to John Allen Ovenstone, who had set up the DP [data processing] operation at 

the Department of Defence, and chosen the Honeywell 800s, and he was an amazing 

person, actually; a very bright person; very strong personality; unbelievably strong person. 

And Trevor sent me over to Adelaide, I remember, in late 1964 to talk to John about a 

3300; sometime in 1964 because we figured that was all he had the money for. And when 

I was talking with him over lunch, I said well, you know, John, it’s a pity because what 

you really should have Control Data’s just announced 6400. 

 

Misa:  Right, 1964 is a big year. 

 

 O'Neil:  And he took that suggestion seriously; next thing, he went off to the States 

[Minneapolis] and talked the corporation into a big discount on a 6400. [Laughs.] 

 

Misa:  64 or 66? 

 

O'Neil:  64. Yes, a 6400 went to Adelaide quite early on. We were happy to see that 

happen because one of our prospects was the Bureau of Meteorology, which was also 

based in Melbourne, and they were coming out with requirements for their system and we 
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were planning to bid two [dual] 6400s for them. So it was handy to have one in the 

country already. They went through a different process than some of the other 

departments. Rather than go straight up with a tender process for their formal buy, they 

actually put out a call for “Expressions of Interest” in providing them systems. What you 

were meant to come back with is say here’s how we’d recommend you tackle your 

computer requirements. So when that one came up, Bob Price organized for a guy called 

Will Kane, who’d been an Air Force meteorologist working in the Washington office of 

Control Data Corp, to come here. And Will spent about two months here, working with 

me and the Bureau in developing a proposal to them on how they should do their 

processing.  

 

Misa:  That’s Will . . . ? 

 

O'Neil:  French. 

 

Misa:  French. 

 

O'Neil:  No, sorry, Will Kane. K-A-N-E. Sorry. Will French was the admin guy for us in 

Minneapolis. And we put in something that they pretty much reflected back to us in their 

specifications. And it was a very tight contest between ourselves and IBM, because IBM 

were getting pretty upset they hadn’t got any serious government business at this stage, 

apart from the AEC. And that — I don’t know if this should be on the record — basically 

when they lost Defence [to Honeywell], the head honcho of IBM in Australia went down 
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to the Secretary of Defence and told him that this guy, John Allen Ovenstone, didn’t 

know what he was doing, going off and buying these crazy Honeywell computers and 

they should have IBM computers. The Secretary of Defence, said well, thank you very 

much for that advice; I’ll insure that you don’t get any government contracts for some 

years. [Laughs.]  

 

Misa: Those complaints can be a bit too much. 

 

O'Neil:  [Laughs.] And that’s what happened. They really didn’t get a government 

contract, other than the AEC one, for quite some time. The AEC was an agency rather 

than a government department; it was a commission, Atomic Energy Commission. So it 

just shows you, because IBM was very arrogant in those days. Very, very arrogant. 

Anyway, that made them all the more determined to try and get Met [Meteorology] 

Bureau, and that’s where they sort of offered big discounts, bid machines that didn’t exist 

but eventually won the contract, never met the benchmarks; so that was the same time 

IBM were attacking the corporation’s 6600 everywhere with paper machines, as I recall. 

 

Misa:  They had this high end 360 machine. . . 

 

O'Neil:  Yes, and it was a different one every week. [Laughs.]  

 

Misa:  That was the machine that Bill Norris ended up taking stiff complaint to, and then 

starting the lawsuit against IBM.  
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O'Neil:  That’s right. That situation also got fed into those processes. Unfortunately, we 

lost that one. 

 

Misa:  You lost the Meteorology Bureau. 

 

O'Neil:  Yes, to IBM. They basically put in such an attractive price for something they 

said would perform, that they got it. Even though we pretty much taught the bureau how 

to tackle the process. I accompanied the two guys from the bureau (at a distance) when 

they went off to the States visiting various places and so on; and I’d been around to all 

our customers, starting with the Navy one in Monterey, and the national weather service 

in Washington. But that was unfortunate. You can do the right things; it’s a very salutary 

lesson to a young salesman. [Laughs.] 

 

Misa:  Sometimes you win and sometimes the other guy wins.  

 

O'Neil:  That’s right. 

 

Misa:  It’s hard to tell. 

 

O'Neil:  Meantime, out here, one of the things that Trevor and Bruce and I felt was that 

there were opportunities that suited our engineering bent in things like online systems.  
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Misa:  Online systems. 

 

O'Neil:  Online systems. So Bruce and Sydney went after the Overseas 

Telecommunications Commission, which was really looking for a communications 

switch, with a little more than that. They handled all the outgoing communications from 

Australia; radio, tape, ticker tape, and so on. And they [our Sydney office] went for that; 

unfortunately UNIVAC got that; but that had got us interested in the lines and products 

that [Control Data’s] Communication Systems Division in Minneapolis had come up with, 

which were basically the interfacing equipment to modems and lines, that sort of thing. 

About that time, we also got this call from a strange lot called the Totalisator Agency 

Board. 

 

Misa:  TAB. 

 

O'Neil:  TAB, yes. And they wanted to computerize their operations. And I didn’t even 

know who the hell they were when they rang. [Laughs.] I think I nearly pissed them off. 

One of the problems we had in those early days was that everyone and his brother that 

wanted a computer had heard about Control Data through the press, and they would ring 

us and say come out and see us. You’d know that they didn’t have the cash that they 

needed for even a 3200.  

 

Misa:  So not a realistic sales prospect. 
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O'Neil:  Yes, so you’re getting fairly careful about which ones you would do. And when 

TAB called in and I didn’t recognize what they were easily, and mentioned it to Trevor; 

and he said, Jesus, those people have got more money than they know what to do with. 

Phone them up! [Laughs.]  

 

Misa:   Bid that one. 

 

O'Neil:  So Bruce and I went in and did that one. 

 

Misa:  Bruce . . . ? 

 

O'Neil:  Bruce Bambrough and I worked on that jointly. We did a lot of that. The three of 

us would operate anywhere in Australia, and without [local] tech staff. It was cheaper to 

have a really good, well qualified expert and fly him wherever he was needed [rather] 

than try and have one in every city we were operating in. That again, was very much 

Trevor’s direction. One of the other interesting things I think is worth mentioning that we 

did at the end, I think it was over the Christmas break of the year that I joined, we had a 

guy called Bill Austin who did some public relations for us; had an independent company. 

And we’d been yarning with Bill about various things and he said you know, all the 

papers are now getting into having sections on information technology industry, or on 

computers.  

 

Misa:  Real fascination at the time. 
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O'Neil:  It was fascinating, but the other thing was that they were placing lots of 

advertisements. The customers were placing lots of advertisements for programmers or 

engineers; these were [the] two reasons to start these IT sections and they got to be very 

big sections in some of press. And Bill said, you know, most of the guys who are writing 

in that haven’t got a clue. Why don’t we educate them? So we got together with Cliff 

Bellamy, who was the computer center manager at Monash, who was getting the 3200, 

and put together a two-week workshop. It may have been only one week; but it was one 

or two-week live-in workshop for these guys; then staffed it with our people and Cliff’s 

people. I took them through hardware early in the process, how it worked, and what it 

was all about. Others took them through compilers, and ALGOL, and FORTRAN, and 

COBOL. We had at one time, about 20 or more press people. These guys and I lived in 

one of the colleges [at Monash Uni], and they were an entrée. . .  

 

Misa:  Because you had people that would be sympathetic? 

 

O'Neil:  Sympathetic to us. If they had a query, they knew they could ring us and if we 

didn’t know, we’d find out for them. And so we went for a helluva long time doing 

virtually no advertising. And most of those guys remained very sympathetic to Control 

Data. Other things about that time; oh yes, we’d started to get into real time systems; the 

TAB one was, clearly, this sort of thing, and we came up with a proposal to them.  
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Misa:  And so that we can record it, the TAB agency would’ve been part of the 

government? Or separate? 

 

O'Neil:  No, it was a Totalisator Agency Board. It was established by the State 

government as a board, an independent board. At that time, you had a lot of so-called SPs, 

Starting Price bookmakers, working [illegally] off the track. On the track, the betting was 

done [with licensed bookmakers and] on the totalisator systems, which were 

electromechanical in those days. And the racing industry was not getting any revenue 

from all this illegal betting that was going on. 

 

Misa:  Away from the tracks? 

 

O'Neil:  Away from the track. So they picked up the model that had been developed in 

New Zealand of having off-track betting shops, run by a board, that collected bets from 

punters and placed them on the on-course totalisator. So the role of the TAB was to sell 

the bet, to consolidate all the bets, place them on the tote, and then pay out on the bets 

according to the totalisator. And at the same time, the government took a percentage, part 

of which went to the racing industry, and that really was beneficial for the racing industry. 

To make it palatable for the general population, they took the other part and made that 

available to the hospitals, because mostly our hospitals were state government run in 

those days. So we bid on that one and we were fortunate enough to get that. The RAAF 

[Royal Australian Air Force] around this time approached us to go to computerized 

message switches, to replace their paper tape systems that all the defense people used. 
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We bid on the first one; it was going to be one of four to six, but never went past one, 

because things changed in defense [budget] and they spent the money somewhere else. 

But we built the first one and that was installed at Darwin; ran there many, many years. 

Sold a similar system to the New Zealand Ministry of Defence. In those early years, we 

didn’t really operate in New Zealand, but we had an agent who had been an agent for 

Heymanson in New Zealand. He was also the Lockheed agent in New Zealand. A guy 

called “Digger” Hardiing [ex RNZAF] was the head of the firm.  

 

Misa:  Digger Harding? 

 

O'Neil:  H-A-R-D-I-N-G, yes. Lovely guy. New Zealand was even smaller than Australia. 

And so Digger knew everyone that was anyone, and he would see who’s a contact, so 

really kept his eye open for things. I remember flying over there couple of times (before I 

went to Minneapolis) to visit prospective customers with him. And the only one that we 

did bid on was a 3300 into Defence Department, there. And that one ended up — I think 

it was Defence Department — it went to Burroughs.  New Zealand was funny in those 

days; one of the interesting things was that they, New Zealand, had really operated as a 

food and produce operation for the British Isles. And when Britain went into the 

[European] Common Market, New Zealand suddenly had (tariff) barriers [raised against 

them] and so they were in deep poo, economically. And so they put very, very strong 

import controls on. They just couldn’t balance export and import.  

 

Misa:  Imports and exports had been balanced?  
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O'Neil:  Yes, their source of exports had been slashed and so, you know, their imports, 

too. I still remember my first trip to New Zealand. I looked around at cars in the street, 

and they all looked like they’d come out of a museum. Beautifully polished but ten and 

fifteen years old, because you couldn’t import cars and it was the same with computers. 

They had [import controls and] a very high tariff, which worked to our advantage when 

we did go into this. I might as well digress, now; we went into New Zealand eventually, 

in 1972. In late 1971, the New Zealand TAB had decided to move to a computerized 

TAB system. And so they called for proposals for such systems for their work and again, 

we bid that with something really based on the Vic [i.e. state of Victoria] TAB system. 

IBM bid it, and they were our hardest competitor because they wanted to get into that. 

And the guy that was the consultant to the New Zealand TAB; they’d brought on a 

technical consultant who unfortunately happened to be ex-IBM. It didn’t matter, we still 

got the job. But in getting it, we realized we had to start an operation in New Zealand and 

I was given the task of starting that. I didn’t ever move there but I got it set up from 

Australia and we originally worked out of Digger Harding’s office but then we put a 

salesman over there, Peter Dulmanis, who’d worked on the proposal to the [Vic] TAB, 

and also had sold stuff to Melbourne [University], and so on. And Peter and I were still 

trying to figure out, well, where are we going to find further business here? About that 

time, Control Data introduced plug compatibles — disk drives, tape, memory.  

 

Misa:  So peripherals that could be plug compatible with IBM? 
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O'Neil:  Plugged onto IBM. Yes, right. So the Kiwis couldn’t afford to replace systems, 

so we could add onto them with [plug] compatibles at a price more attractive than IBM’s, 

which meant a lot to them when they were paying something like 100%, I think, tariff on 

[computer] stuff. It was something of that order. So that became a major business for us 

in New Zealand. Just wandering back a little bit; the other thing we’d started looking at; 

Australia had what’s now BHP Billiton, based around a steelworks in Newcastle and a 

steelworks in Port Kembla, which is south of Sydney. And both those works were 

interested in putting in computer systems to handle online their [product] orders and 

scheduling of the plants. And this again seemed to be a natural for Control Data, because 

these had to be real time systems, they had to be fail-safe, and so we bid those with 3300s. 

That [the contract with BHP/AIS] was decided after I’d actually moved to Minnesota. 

Peter MacGregor, who I’d hired a couple years before to manage the Sydney office after 

Bruce had left, [led the sales effort] by that time. Bruce Bambrough went, of course, to 

CDC [headquarters]. Among other things that Trevor, Bruce, and I had decided in the 

early days was that both Bruce and I would need to spend time with Control Data 

Corporation, if we were going to establish credibility for the Australian operation. We 

had to get to know the people over there.  

 

Misa:  So going and spending time in Minneapolis?  

 

O'Neil:  Yes. So Bruce took a job in Minneapolis, and a year later, Trevor rang me from 

Minneapolis – “I want you to come over here; I think I’ve got a job for you here.” And so 

I went over in late September 1967, I’m quite sure of that, and took a job working for 
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Data Processing and Control Systems Division. It was out at Hopkins, run by a guy called 

Frank de Monchaux, and I went into that as Director of Product Management; it was sort 

of the marketing interface to the division; the salespeople would come to my department 

to get proposals on the stuff that we took system responsibility for. And that [move] was 

again key to some of the plans [for Australia] because we [Trevor, Bruce and I] decided 

that we had to; we were getting into the systems business in Australia. We needed to do it 

formally; we felt we needed to manufacture something in Australia; and Victorian TAB, 

by the time they came to their second system, where they were going to have ticket 

issuing terminals directly online, Ken Davis [the GM] was very keen that they be 

manufactured in Australia. So I remember Bob asking me about the end of my first year 

there, would I write a paper on what would be involved in setting up a systems division in 

Australia.  

 

Misa:  That’s Bob Price? 

 

O'Neil:  Yes, which I duly did, and I think Trevor got a bit pissed off because I gave it to 

Bob before or at the same time as I gave it to Trevor . . . 

 

Misa:  You were supposed to [pause]? 

 

O'Neil:  [Laughing] . . . which was lacking a little on protocol. I just didn’t think, you 

know? But it didn’t really come between Trevor and I. But the one thing that was 

awkward in that was, in thinking about it, I said this division, if it’s going to survive, has 
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got to have someone in Minneapolis who feels they have a responsibility for it because if 

we don’t have someone senior in the systems organization who feels that they’re 

responsible for this division we won’t get the stuff we need, the help we need.  

 

Misa:  You’d be an orphan or something to corporate headquarters. 

 

O'Neil:  Yes. And I felt rightly or wrongly — probably rightly — that with an Australian 

running the division there would not be a problem in interfacing with Trevor and the rest 

of the organization, which there never really was. Where it became a problem was about 

the same time as we [ASD] started up, one of the things we’d [previously] started in 

Australia was a data services operation, using some time that we owned on the Monash 

[University] 3200. About the time I left Australia to go to the States, that business had got 

to be enough that we installed a 3300 in our Melbourne office, and ran a data center, 

which had nothing to do with the U.S. Data Service’s operation.  

 

Misa:  That was in Melbourne? 

 

O'Neil:  In Melbourne. The Corporation decided at that time [1969/70] they’re expanding 

Cybernet, and basing Cybernet on 6000 series machines, and they wanted [Australia] to 

be part of this, and they would put one in Sydney. And they sent out a guy called Dick 

Ernst to run it, and he had direct line; he was directly controlled out of the U.S. Now, that 

didn’t work nearly as well because he didn’t know Australia, so he tended to disregard 

the rest of the Australian operation quite often. And similarly, Frank Ellesmere came out 
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in that same year and set up a Control Data Institute, and again, Frank came from the U.K. 

institutes there, and again reported right back to Minneapolis. So this is where a bit of 

parochialism started to set in, in the operation here; that there are too many bosses [in 

Minneapolis] who all thought they owned a bit of Australia. 

 

Misa:  Different lines of business reporting to different people back in Minneapolis . . . 

 

O'Neil:  That’s right. 

 

Misa:  . . . and some activities going on here with you folks that knew the market; but 

then you’d have the connections back to Minneapolis. 

 

O'Neil:  Yes. I never had a problem with this, with the Australian Systems Division, my 

original boss was a guy called Noel Stone, who was an old time engineer from the 

corporation. 

 

Misa:  Noel Stone? Oh yes, one of the famous names.  

 

O'Neil:  Yes. And Noel and I got on very well, and he just basically said “tell me when 

you need something and I’ll get it for you. I’m not going to bug you otherwise.” It was a 

little less so when Noel left the corporation to join Cray Research and I got Bob 

Eisenhardt, who’d been a district sales guy, or East coast sales manager, I think; [now] 

had a component of CDC’s Systems operations, actually, and I reported to him. And what 
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killed ASD was the Corporation told me “we’re not going to have these small [Systems] 

divisions anymore, we’re only going to have big [Systems] divisions. By that time, the 

Australian System Division was manufacturing the terminals and delivering the systems; 

little later, systems to Vic [Victoria] TAB; we had orders for systems for Queensland; we 

had orders for the systems, or we’d bid on the systems for New Zealand; we were doing 

these message switches and were involved in the BHP and AIS complexes. So we’d got 

to about 170-odd people, I think, at that stage. An awful lot of them were applications 

programmers. It’s the nature of those real time systems, we built a special operating 

system for the 3300s that was a real time operating system that [had real time 

capabilities] the basic [standard] Master system didn’t have and we actually had a U.S. 

programmer writing that. He did a great job, but we built that specialized system for 

BHP/AIS that worked very well. So we had those activities going on, but this decision 

was made, we would close Australian Systems Division because it was a “small” division. 

At the same time, they closed a whole bunch of smaller divisions around the U.S. and 

consolidated them into these large systems divisions. I think Paul Miller had left by then, 

and gone to Commercial Credit. 

 

Misa:  So the Australian Systems Division was absorbed into the [Control Data’s] central 

systems division, is that right? 

 

O'Neil:  Nominally. For months and months and months afterwards, we would keep 

getting these Telexes from some goofy guy — different guys in the U.S. — saying how 

come your head count hasn’t gone down by this 170 people that we had in the systems 
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division. And we’d have to carefully explain well, we’re still doing the projects, you 

know, that we’ve got all these programmers doing projects, and engineers doing projects, 

and we’re still manufacturing terminals for the TAB. [Laughs.]  

 

Misa:  Ongoing work. 

 

O'Neil:  Ongoing work. We have to have project managers for that; I just gave up 

eventually and we just didn’t bother answering them after a while.  

 

Misa:   So they thought somehow you’ve abolished the system, and you’ve got all kinds 

of clients hopping mad. 

 

O'Neil:  That’s the way it all went. Also by that time, we had sold [CDC] 3300 systems to 

the South Australian Public Service Bureau. A lot of the government departments 

originally would establish a consolidated group throughout the government. And so in 

South Australia, the state may have said, “well, there’s no way we could afford to have 

every department having its own system; we will establish a data center, a state data 

center.” Now, the other thing— I missed this — that was again very important in those 

early days, the Bureau of Census and Statistics made their systems in the states available 

to other departments [including State government departments] to do work on, so that a 

lot of the initial learning and training of departments that didn’t have any IT was through 

operating on the Census and Stats [computer] sites.  
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Misa:  It was the CSIRO that had a central system, but that Census had satellite 

computers in each one of the Australia states.  

 

O'Neil:  Yes, and CSIRO had three satellites. It had Melbourne, Sydney, and [perhaps] 

Adelaide? I forget where the third was, now; isn’t that terrible? 

 

Misa:  We can look it up. But Census was in each one of the states?  

 

O'Neil: Census eventually had one in every state. Just before I went to the U.S., the other 

thing that we did was we sold some major upgrades to Bureau of [Census &] Stats, both 

in Canberra and in the states, increased the size of all their systems quite significantly. 

And that was the first time that big commissions were paid, and the guy who got the 

orders was Ken Tiede who was on loan from the Corporation and was our Manager in 

Canberra. One of the things, again, getting back to the early days, with the large [CSIRO 

and Bureau of Census & Stats] contracts, we clearly had to set up a Canberra operation, 

and Trevor said well, it’s important — and talked with [Bob] Price about it — it’s terribly 

important that we have a really top flight American running that, based in Canberra, to 

make the customers feel that they were directly on line with Control Data Corporation. 

And that’s when Price hired Bob Barton. 

 

Misa:  Bob Barton. 
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O'Neil:  Yes, B-A-R-T-O-N. Bob had worked for universities over there and for 

Burroughs Corporation, and I think he was working for Beckman Instruments when Bob 

Price hired him. And he was, you know, a fairly well-known name in the computer 

industry; and he came out with two other guys, John Stockma and Al Collins. Al was a 

Texan. There’s a good story about that; one of the senior government guys at one time 

asked Barton, what’s this guy Collins do? He could see what Stockman was doing; 

Stockman was going around helping the customers plan their computer operations, but he 

never quite made out what Collins was supposed to do. Barton, sat back in his chair and 

said “Well, Al’s a genius keeper, he looks after me.” [Laughter.] Barton came out prior to 

Christmas that year, not long after we’d set up, and I still remember, in those days, you 

couldn’t get accommodation in Canberra. The government was moving stuff there; things 

were happening; they just didn’t have the infrastructure. And so I sort of went up [pause] 

 

Misa:  Just finding office space, right? 

 

O'Neil:  Yes, you couldn’t get office space. But you also couldn’t find motel 

accommodation half the time. If Parliament was sitting, it was full of politicians and 

public servants; they had offices out of Canberra; and I remember, I think it was Bob 

Barton, Al Collins, John Stockman, and myself all staying in one motel room to do these 

interviews in Canberra. [Laughs.] And we sort of went through an interview process 

where, for the original analysts and that, Barton, and those three, and at least, either 

Trevor or myself, and often George Karoly, would sit in and make the decisions 

[whether] we [would] hire them or wouldn’t we. And we could pretty much have our pick 
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in those days, we sort of took them from all over the place. The other thing that happened 

there was that you couldn’t find office space, and eventually, with the help of one of the 

senior department heads, lobbying the Canberra Board that controlled these things, we 

bought what had been a doctor’s surgery and dwelling in what was really the embassy 

area of Canberra. And that became our [Control Data] office for a number of years. We 

actually purchased the thing, and we actually made money on that when we finally sold it. 

But the government customers loved coming there because we had this big dining area, 

which, when we bought it had a big dining table in it, which would be a conference room 

and it was not like going into a normal office. And we called it the Control Data Embassy. 

[Laughs.] Oh, dear. 

 

Misa:  Just to keep the chronology straight here, you said it was December 1967 that you 

went to Minneapolis?  

 

O'Neil:  September. I went [late] September.  Australian Systems Division was originally 

[to be] set up in July of the following year; no, rather, two years later in 1969; July 1969. 

But that was the year the corporation had a “stub” year and decided to realign their 

Financial Year to a calendar year, January to December, yes, to the calendar year on their 

reporting. And they therefore didn’t include the startup of the Division in their budgeting 

process, and so even though things were starting to happen, we didn’t really start. I got 

seconded to work with Noel Stone and moved to the old Corporate HQ building, working 

on plans for the start up of this division, for six months [from July 69]. And then I came 

back to Australia in December, just before Christmas that year. 
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Misa:  That would be December 1969. 

 

O'Neil:  Yes. Sorry, did I say? And the Division kicked off in January of 1970. But by 

that time, Trevor had already hired a manufacturing guy who’d been looking for places to 

put the manufacturing plant to build the TAB terminals, etcetera, so there was a lot of 

stuff actually going on in that six months where we didn’t actually operate as a division. 

When starting up the division, one of the things that I felt strongly about and was agreed 

was that the programmers, whether they were doing to work for us, or work for 

marketing, or work for data centers [they] should be all part of the same organization so 

the division drew its programming resources from the same pool of analysts, which gave 

them career paths, if they wanted. And similarly, most of the engineers were drawn from 

customer engineering. In fact, all our original system managers were typically customer 

engineers or senior analysts. [interrupted by ringing telephone]. 

 

Misa:  Okay. 

 

O'Neil:  The other thing I suggested to Engineering Services was that we share a logistics 

function between manufacturing and engineering services; just senseless having two sets 

of store men and all that sort of thing. And that worked quite well. And also, engineering 

services, by that time, were starting to do some local repair of cards, circuit cards, and 

circuit boards. And it made sense to base that with manufacturing also initially, while 

they existed.  
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Misa:  I wanted to make sure that we ended up covering Trevor Robinson’s departure. 

 

O'Neil:  When I came back, Trevor and I worked very closely together; but also with a 

third guy Wally Cavill [who] was an Australian who had been working in Canada, who 

Trevor brought home to run Engineering Services in the time that I was away. Sometime 

in those years, Wally joined, and the three of us basically spent a lot of time together and 

got on very well. But one of the things that occurred was that these other divisions moved 

in, or were brought in, like Cybernet and CDI, with a direct reporting line back to the U.S. 

and then no reporting line to the local operation, as such, or a weak connection. Even 

though we, Control Data Australia, took on common personnel services, something that 

I’d established in setting up the division, I had brought out a couple of Systems Managers 

[Dale Rostamo and Ben Louw] and a Financial Controller [Jim Mathis]; Paul Miller 

suggested I bring out a corporate personnel guy, because up to then, we’d had a personnel 

lady who really kept count on heads and a few things like that but it wasn’t what you’d 

call a human resources function; didn’t consider human development and these types of 

things. So the suggestion was that I talk with Trevor and if he was agreeable, that Dave 

Noer come out and [handle] human resources.  

 

Misa:  And his last name is? 

 

O'Neil:  N-O-E-R. And so Dave came out; Trevor agreed to that fairly quickly, and Dave 

came out in early 1970 and set up the HR Department. But Trevor; the other thing that 
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happened about that time was that Bob [Price] left international operations and sort of 

went into that services role for [Bill] Norris, and he appointed the French country 

manager, Gerard Beaugonin, to replace him as Manager of International Operations. And 

I think that, more than anything, got up Trevor’s nose because I think Trevor felt he was 

a better choice. And at the same time, Data 100 had got going about the time that I left 

the U.S. Actually, that started up and Bruce Bambrough had left the corporation as one of 

the founders of Data 100. And Bruce contacted Trevor after a while and said “hey, we 

need somebody that knows what they’re doing running our European operations. How 

about you?” Trevor said fine.  

 

Misa:  So then Trevor Robinson went to run Data 100’s European operations. 

 

O'Neil:  Yes. When he ran their international operations, actually, he based it in London 

and he actually — just to finish his story a little bit — after a few years, they asked him 

to go back to the U.S., to Minneapolis, and become a Vice President of Data 100 there. 

He was involved in the selloff of Data 100 to Northern Telecom. He stayed on for a year 

or so. I used to see him regularly when I was over in Minneapolis, and similarly, when I 

was passing through London when he was there. And after about a year with Northern 

Telecom, and he decided he’d had enough — he made a fair amount of money out of 

Data 100 and Northern Telecom — he came back to Australia. He hadn’t been back long 

and he was very keen to try and start a systems company in Australia. We talked about 

that quite a lot but somehow never managed to get it off the ground; an independent, you 

know, high tech. 
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Misa:  Independent systems; a startup. 

 

O'Neil:  Yes. And somehow, we never managed to get our act together on that one. But 

about that time [Bob] Price offered him the job of starting Control Data Business 

Advisors in Australia, which is one of the newer services businesses they were going into. 

Trevor accepted that role and came back onto the board of Control Data Australia. His 

relationship then lasted right through until the selloff of Control Data in Australia. 

 

Misa:  Into the 1990s, then. 

 

O'Neil:  Yes, into the early 1990s. Just to finish Trevor’s story a little, because I think it’s 

important, he then was offered a job by John Button. The Hawke Labour government 

came into power in 1994. Yes, 1993-94. John Button was the Minister of Industry, and 

Trevor and John knew one another, had both been to the University of Western Australia, 

and he took Trevor into his department as an independent advisor on the IT and 

communications industry. 

 

Misa:  John took Trevor into the department. 

 

O'Neil:  Into the department, yes, because by that time Control Data had gone. Trevor 

was at a loose end, which he hated to be. And so he worked for John Button for about 

three years, and he [laughs]; it was often said that Trevor was the only guy that managed 
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to have every department head in Canberra after his scalp because he wouldn’t put up 

with the public service bullshit, he was trying to get them to do sensible things and to 

recognize government IT expenditure could be used to effectively get some Australian 

businesses running. But another thing that we joked about was that the only way to stop 

the Australian government from buying from overseas vendors all the time, and instead 

buy from a growing number of Australian vendors, was to offer them two overseas trips 

if they bought from an Australian vendor, and one only if they bought from a U.S. 

[company]; [laughs]. One of the perks on the public service side was they’d all go off on 

these grand world tours where they’re going to acquire some equipment. Then if they had 

an overseas vendor they would have to clearly go back and visit that vendor fairly often. 

So that was wishful thinking. [Laughs.] 

 

Misa:  Okay. Robinson was quite a notable fellow. 

 

O'Neil:  He was very bright. His background was in engineering, or physics and math. 

He’d joined the air force early in 1942 when they were looking for science graduates and 

undergraduates to join the RAAF and look after these newfangled radar things. So Trevor 

joined the RAAF and was running radar stations up in northern Australian in the Pacific 

islands to the north of us.  

 

Misa:  The Australian Air Force. 
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O'Neil:  Royal Australian Air Force. And then he’d come out of that; well, I can give you 

his history elsewhere; but he’d come back and worked for CSIRO, then was seconded to 

Weapons Research Establishment, which was out in the desert of; well, it was out in 

South Australia where they were establishing a field firing range for missiles, and so on. 

And doing a lot of other things like that and he went out of there to work on a Digital 

Impact predictor, which is something that would predict the flight path of missiles from a 

safety point of view. And then he had gone to; wait, come back to CSIRO, and then 

[been] seconded to Defence Signals Division, which is our equivalent of NASA; NSA, I 

should say. And being sent to England, where GCHQ [Government Communications 

Headquarters], which was the British version of NSA, was building a digital computer for 

cracking codes. And it was when he came back from that that he decided to get out into 

industry and join Heymanson.  

 

 Misa:  So he had really a notable set of contacts in Heymanson. 

 

O'Neil:  Absolutely. One of the reasons that he believed that Control Data accepted the 

idea of giving Heymanson the representation for them was that Trevor and — I think it’s 

in that story — when Trevor and the guy who was nominally in charge of this department 

at Heymanson’s went to Minneapolis to try and talk the corporation into the 

[representation]; it turned out that John Lacey was there. And John had been at GCHQ 

and known Trevor there, and said hey, that guy knows what he’s doing. And so they did 

agree, which they probably wouldn’t have for that; all these connections are terribly 

important. 
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Misa: It doesn’t always appear in our files, but talking to people like you, you get the 

connection. I didn’t know that John Lacey was connected to this story. 

 

O'Neil:  Right. Lots of things like that. Just making some more general comments: one of 

the early customers I should have mentioned was Defence Signals Division, which was 

this lot that I was talking about. They were based in some old wooden ex-army World 

War II barracks which is now gone. I sold them a [CDC] 3400 just after it came out 

because that met their requirements very nicely. I think we bid a 1604 and converted it 

into a 3400 by the time they bought. The networking in the Australian industry was fairly 

strong and Trevor later was heavily involved in the startup of the Pearcey Foundation, 

which is a body that encourages computer professionals, separate from the Australian 

Computer Society. 

 

Misa:  PSE? Did I get that right? 

 

O'Neil:  P-E-A-R-C-E-Y. Trevor Pearcey. And Trevor [Pearcey] had actually started, or 

he had actually built one of the first computers in Australia [CSIRAC] when working at 

CSIRO, in the Radio Physics division in Sydney. And that machine was subsequently 

sent to Melbourne University, where they got it really working because Trevor wasn’t a 

very good engineer. He was a very bright guy. Trevor then was important member of the 

selection team for CSIRO on those original contracts. And then he expressed the desire to 

join Control Data in Minneapolis, and he actually worked for Jim Thornton for a couple 
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of years. He was particularly interested in relational database systems. And in fact, he 

then came back to Australia and Jim asked me would I take him on board at ASD. He 

wanted Trevor to finish this work. And I’d provide the home for him for a couple of years, 

and Jim provided the funding. And then Trevor Pearcey subsequently left and set up a 

major computer science department at what was then known as Caulfield Tech, which is 

Caulfield Institute of Technology. We had, in Australia for a long time, we had three 

layers, three major layers of tertiary [higher] education. You had the universities; you had 

the institutes of technology, which typically had degrees or diplomas, I think they gave; 

and then you had tech colleges. So the tech colleges taught technology at the lowest level, 

you know? Fitting and turning and all this sort of thing. The institutes of technology 

brought it up a level. And then you have the university with all the theoreticians. I’m just 

mentally thinking, what else should I mention that I should cover for you? 

 

Misa:  I don’t think we did Australian systems; we had a brief mention of U.S. Cybernet; 

did we do much with CDI [Control Data Institute]? 

 

O'Neil:  They came out in 1972, no, it was 1970. It was either 1970 or 1971 they put an 

Institute originally in Sydney. Then subsequently had an Institute in Melbourne. I think 

they had one in Brisbane. Not sure about Perth; I just can’t remember now. And again, 

those Institutes typically drew on the old Control Data personnel for a lot of their 

teaching staff; they taught engineering, they taught principally computer system operators, 

computer system programming, and computer systems maintenance engineering. 
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Misa:  Hands on, job oriented. 

 

O'Neil:  They would typically have a 3200 installed and teach those three types of 

courses. I thought they did a super job. Their graduates were highly sought after and one 

of the things that made CDIs work was that they took on placement as part of their 

process; placement of their graduates. So this is what attracted a lot of people to the CDIs.  

 

Misa:  And the placement could be within the Control Data Company, but elsewhere as 

well. 

 

O'Neil:  Absolutely. 

 

Misa:  So this is really looking at education, not simply as company training but for the 

wider world. 

 

O'Neil:  Oh, no; this is for the wider world. Yes. And that worked very well. It was 

probably better known than Control Data in the following years, in a sense. Most of the 

graduates went to commercial business, government departments, or other computer 

companies as engineers. We took a few, but not a lot.  

 

Misa:  So how did you see the relationship, then, between the systems part, the 

technology part, and then this training part? Were there relationships that needed to be 

worked out? 
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O'Neil:  Not really. They really ran fairly independently, except for depending very much 

on drawing some of their staff from Control Data Australia. It was natural that there’s a 

lot of that could go on but we didn’t, you know; they sold their courses; they didn’t 

operate through the Australian sales organization in any way. Cybernet Services had an 

independent sales organization. In fact, one of the problems that arose in the 1970s; a 

good example is our telephone company, Telstra. By that time, PMG had split into a 

postal department [Australia Post] and a telecommunications department [Telstra]. And 

the telecommunications department, the engineering group there became very heavy 

users of Cybernet services. And Cybernet services would get irate if our system 

salespeople went near any of their major customers. And this became very heated at 

times; and in fact, [we] lost some customers. I mentioned Telstra/Telecom, it’s that they 

wanted their own system. They had enough work to have their own installation. Cybernet 

services, through the U.S., had instructions sent to divisions, to the sales operation here, 

you cannot sell those people a computer system. Net result was they bought somebody 

else’s computer system. Isn’t that amazing? 

 

Misa:  So they could’ve been running something like Cybernet on a CDC machine . . . 

 

O'Neil:  Absolutely. 

 

Misa:  . . . There’s a conflict that needs to be managed.  
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O'Neil:  Yes. And things didn’t work so smoothly as they should; other times they 

worked very well. For example. With BHP and AI&S one of the requirements we 

committed to was a linear programming system. And somehow, the development of that 

[for the lower 3000 series] had been planned and it never really happened. The solution I 

came up with for that was to give them a 200User Terminal and free time on Cybernet for 

their linear programming. And that, in fact, worked quite well. When we set up the 

Melbourne Cybernet bureau, it originally went into BHP House and the corporate HQ of 

BHP became quite a big user; mainly for technical type of work. 

 

Misa: These pieces would eventually congeal in the internet. There were all these private 

networks that pre-existed the internet; we tend not to remember them but IBM had its 

own networks, and DEC had its networks, and CDC had its Cybernet. So in Australia, 

say, around maybe 1970 or so, could you give us a picture about the different types of 

computer networks that existed? Was Telstra trying to get into that business? 

 

O'Neil:  No, Telstra didn’t try to get into the networking business but the engineering of a 

communications network has got an awful lot of engineering [computation] involved in it, 

and so that engineering division of Telstra — it’s gone through different names — was 

quite a heavy user of computing, simply for network planning, network resolution. The 

first networks here were as TAB operated, as you’ll find when you read its story; 

operated originally with straight copper lines. Normal telephone was out to the agencies 

and we used current signaling on those lines. Originally, we proposed telex, which was 

the equivalent of TTY. So it was based on that sort of network. And later on in New 
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Zealand, to meet their requirements, they had three large centers [Auckland, Wellington 

and Christchuch] well separated. We put in communications multiplexors between those 

major centers, and, say in Auckland, we multiplexed in a large number of very simple 

lines, then a high speed line to the system in Wellington. We didn’t have that need here 

because Victoria is a fairly small state. With Cybernet services, we clearly had to bring in 

networks. The first ones were where the customer would take a 200 User Terminal with 

modem, and a line to our data center. And as we opened more data centers, we 

interconnected the data centers with high speed links so that we could move stuff around 

fairly easy. Now, individual office communications in the area, we moved that on 

teletype and telephone and only later did you use the Cybernet communications network 

as a means of communicating between them. CSIRO had originally not wanted a 

network; they had decided that the individual state would be handling it. Some of them 

would be handled on the 3200s, and if they had bigger problems that needed the 3600, 

they would dispatch a magnetic tape.  

 

Misa:  Oh, just physically move the data. 

 

O'Neil:  Physically move the data, physically move the program and the data to Canberra. 

Later on, they became a network. And Stats originally wanted a network but it just did 

not make economic sense in the early days. Later on it did and they interconnected their 

sites.  
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Misa:  And that would be forming, actually, a countrywide network within the Census 

and Statistics Bureau . . . 

 

O'Neil:  That’s right. 

 

Misa:  . . . and it’s going from Canberra out to all the states. That’s a national network.  

 

O'Neil:  The Commonwealth actually, at one stage, did plan; it had a department — 

forget its name now — small group within one of the departments that initially took an 

overall responsibility for training in DP [data processing] and oversight of DP throughout 

the Commonwealth departments. And they came up in about late 1969 with a proposal 

for the Common User Data Network for the Commonwealth, which would provide data 

and terminal facilities throughout the Commonwealth public service. And it really was a 

message switching, intended to be somewhat like a message switching system. We bid on 

that. At that time, Control Data had recently acquired Marshall Communications (MDM) 

in Santa Anna and I remember I went down there and visited them and I was 

communicating with Australia over the [CUDN] bid. I said “I think that’s the stuff you’re 

going to need for the CUDN [common user data network]. Why don’t you send 

somebody over to work with them” and a guy called Dave Micklethwaite came over, 

fellow from Canberra.  

 

Misa:  So common user data network, CUDN. 
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O'Neil:  Yes. That, unfortunately went to UNIVAC and never really got off the ground to 

any great extent. I don’t know what went wrong with that; I just didn’t follow it. Others 

might be able to tell you if it ever really did anything or not. The [government] 

departments were intensely competitive. Apart from those early years where Statistics 

made their sites available to any Commonwealth department to, you know, cut its teeth 

on data processing. After that, they all sort of fought like cats and dogs; all wanted their 

own systems and didn’t want to have any commonality with anybody else. 

 

Misa: We think of networks today as linking, but linking also implies a certain amount of 

dependency or relationships and it can be quite political.  

 

O'Neil:  Trevor again was part of the initiative on this but the other part was Bureau of 

Stats could see that it would make sense for the government, the Australian government, 

federal government, to run a large Commonwealth data center operation and have that 

meet most of the needs of individual departments. And that was proposed; of course, 

we’d have loved to be the supplier; but again, departments being departments, [it] never 

got off the ground. Everyone thought it was a good idea for everyone else but them. They 

had their own special requirements. So every department ended up with its own computer 

systems.  

 

Misa:  In a certain way, we’ve been talking about data centers, and the engineering 

services; some of the shifts that the company was experiencing toward a greater emphasis 
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on services. Bob Price took an important role in that; would you say something about that 

shift here, for Australia?  

 

O'Neil:  Well, we’d seen data services as a natural service to introduce. The training one 

we hadn’t foreseen and the [Control Data] Institutes were good in that. Now, Engineering 

Services, I ran that from early 1975 through 1980, and one of the big things I did there 

was treat that as a service and recognize that many of our sites have other than Control 

Data equipment. It was always a bloody nuisance to have an argument about whose 

system was creating a problem because these were all interconnected. So we went into 

third party maintenance, where we’d maintain DEC stuff, we’d maintain other people’s 

terminals. We also had established, under Ron Bird originally, a very effective ability to 

plan computer sites, computer rooms and their air conditioning, and services, and so on. 

Physical thing. We had to do that for our customers and then we said “well why can’t we 

market that?” And so they’d work within engineering services; we marketed a computer 

facilities service. And we constructed, for example, a major site for Telstra. I should have 

said Telstra in the early days was a prospect [for a system] - other than just engineering. 

But again, at that time [1974/75], departments didn’t want to do the same as everyone 

else and we had our hands fairly full with Bureau of Stats and CSIRO, when they 

[Telstra]  came out and they went with a GE system for their billing, and this type of 

thing. That’s when the most of them started:  in billing systems, like Telstra. But 

eventually that expanded and they had a very large data center out at Clayton and we did 

all the design work for that, for them. That was later on. We actually sold them our Knox 

Cybernet facility, I saw that opportunity in the mid-1980sas Cybernet Services contracted. 
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[In the late 70’s] we’d built a major data center at Knox, which you’ll hear about from 

Dick Bament. And this was purpose-built from the ground up and Dick’s people and 

Engineering Services did that jointly. And it was overbuilt. We built it to take a helluva 

lot of the old Cybers. [Laughs.] And when it was clear that we didn’t need anything that 

size anymore, we had the bright idea of selling it to Telstra. They were looking for 

another site. So I thought it was brilliant. [Laughs.] And we were happy to collect on the 

asset.  Now, [other] services, we also sold analyst services here. We sold analysts in to 

work with customers, where necessary. We had Professional Services as part of data 

services [Cybernet], where you had analysts who were specialists in linear programming 

and various types of applications that customers wanted. So we had no problems with the 

concept of the services business related to the DP [data processing] industry.  

 

Misa:   Services is trying to figure out what people need to do with computers . . . 

 

O'Neil:  That’s right. 

 

Misa:  . . . not simply selling the hardware, machines, programming . . . 

 

O'Neil:  That’s right. 

 

Misa: They don’t necessarily want to run a computer but they want to have the capacity.  
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O'Neil:  The mistakes that we made, and the corporation made, are the same as a lot of 

other companies made:  they let these services become too compartmentalized and didn’t 

really get the synergy out of them they should have. Like Data Services would get upset 

about the thought that the systems people would try and sell a system to a customer that 

had grown big enough to be running his own. 

 

Misa: Telstra would be a good example of that? 

 

O'Neil:  And what none of us saw that became, in these days, that became more popular 

with users, is facility services, where you basically, you sold a guy the whole facility, 

manned, equipment, the lot of [it] , but you run it. 

 

Misa:  IBM did something quite astonishing with that.  

 

O'Neil:  That’s right. 

 

Misa:  But for a company that’s used to selling computers, this is a different mental 

framework. 

 

O'Neil:  That actually was quite funny because when that happened in Australia, by that 

time I’d left Control Data, although I worked in the consulting industry for a number of 

years, but not in DP consulting. I was into management consulting with a small group. 

Our little group got bought by IBM, and the last three years I spent working with IBM; 
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[the last years] of my working life, I should say. And they were just going into this idea 

of facilities. They had the ability to sell it, but they didn’t have the ability to deliver it. 

And only IBM could’ve got away with it; they had disaster upon disaster. 

 

Misa:  And learned something from those disasters? 

 

O'Neil:  Oh, they did. 

 

Misa:  It’s not a story that is well known, but it’s a very important learning experience . . . 

 

O'Neil:  Huge one! 

 

Misa:  . . . when IBM went into services . . . . 

 

O'Neil:  It’s the last job I did in IBM, and in our little group, we never did understand 

why they bought us. I think it’s because we had entrées to some very large government 

customers through our work in quality and quality management, this type of thing. And 

they wanted that but most of the time we worked internally, as internal consultants, 

management consultants [for] IBM. And one of the last jobs I did (with another guy that 

had been part of IBM’s consulting services) for the vice president running IBM Asia 

Pacific, out of Tokyo. He asked us to have a look at their operations and see why things 

seemed to be not going all that well. Their people weren’t talking to one another. I still 
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remember when we went in. We did this by interviewing, basically. We got what 

information we could on the way organization really worked. 

 

Misa:  Talked to people. 

 

O'Neil:  Talked to people, right? And they had layer upon layer; multi-layer staff. It had a 

name in business terms, in those days; like you had a line that might be the sales line, 

right? And you had another line that might be the analysts. And another line that might be 

[pause] 

 

Misa:  Something that’s called matrix management?  

 

O'Neil:  Matrix management, that’s what it was. 

 

Misa:  It looks great on paper. 

 

O'Neil:  They had matrix overlaid on matrix; and what we really found was that each guy 

who was a senior manager in that Pacific region, had about four to five people who all 

thought he had a responsibility to them. [Laughs.] And so their method of solving that 

was to decide which one they could get on with best, and had a good incentive plan that 

they liked, and they’d work for him. And he’d ignore the rest of the staff; and, you know, 

the poor country managers had no power at all in this setup, and they’re trying to juggle 

all this, and you had the language [and cultural] problems. I still remember we spent a 
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few weeks on this and finally, the last few weeks in Tokyo, put together a report for him; 

presented it to him; and his face just went [pause]. He said “well, I need you guys back 

early next year to help sort this out.” We’re waiting for the call; never came. Rang up his 

staffer and said “I thought you wanted us to come back;” oh, he’s left. He’s left IBM. 

[Laughs.] He walked out the door; he just decided there’s no way he could solve this 

problem and he was getting out.  

 

Misa:  You made a quite strong statement about the company culture at CDC, and you 

had a bit of contact with the company culture at IBM. Could you compare and contrast 

them? 

 

O'Neil:  Grossly different; radically different I should say. Grossly sounds a bit glib. 

We’d started the culture, I think, the concept stayed with us most of the time, that we all 

primarily worked for the same company. And that it was a fairly egalitarian organization. 

You could talk to anyone in that organization; that the lowest guy could go up and talk to 

the MD if he had something he felt was particularly important. 

 

Misa:  Managing Director. 

 

O'Neil:  Yes. Everyone respected everyone else; that their objective was to satisfy the 

customer in the best possible way; advance each individual’s career in the best way that 

we could; so we did an awful lot of management training and this sort of thing. And it 

was, you know, overall a fairly happy company and where the individuals managed to get 
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on quite well together even if the managers didn’t, on occasion, because the managers 

were the ones that were being torn apart by the matrix management system that really is 

what Control Data had itself, at the time. And I think that [culture] was the glue that stuck 

the thing together; that Trevor had established the thing of you’ll be honest with the 

customer; customer is your first priority. If you’ve promised something to a customer you 

keep that promise, you don’t walk away from it. You get the people with the right 

technical expertise on the job, don’t make do with someone that can’t do the job. 

Innovate, find new ways to do things and we’ll recognize that, and if it’s any good, we’ll 

move that thought right through the organization. You know one of the things I did with 

Engineering Services reflects a lot of [this]; at the time I took over, because most of our 

sites were large sites, they had an onsite team of CEs, customer engineers, and those guys 

would mainly operate on that site. They would swap some stuff with other sites in the 

area, but basically they would be at the customer’s beck and call. That clearly couldn’t 

continue; equipment was getting more reliable; in the early days you needed it because if 

you had a big 3600 installation there’d be something to do all the time, things to be 

repaired. But as equipment got better you didn’t need that and it made a lot of sense to 

get people off the site. So that was one of the first things I did was consolidate the 

logistics. We put together basically spare parts kits, tools, according to the type of 

equipment we were working on, you know, 607-tapes, so on — 1700 — you’d have a kit 

that the engineer would go out with that almost certainly had what he needed, and he 

would basically be an on-call engineer from our base for them. Then the customers 

increasingly wanted to run their systems around the clock and the approach of my 

predecessor in engineering had been well, we can’t, you know, the customer will just 
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have to pay if he wants engineers there 24 hours, seven days a week; he’ll have to pay for 

it. And the customer clearly did never manage to see that; particularly if the guy would sit 

there for eight hours with nothing to do. And you didn’t want him sitting back at base, 

because most of the time he wouldn’t have a callout as the equipment got better and 

better. So I really just threw the problem to the branches and districts to figure out how 

they would meet that customer need; tell me; you tackle that. So they were given not 

entirely a carte blanche, but pretty much a carte blanche to work out the arrangement 

that best suited them. Most of them came up with something around the guys would be 

scheduled to be “on call.” They would have pagers so that we could reach them wherever 

they were. They were not required to be at home or at the end of a particular phone line. 

We made sure they had vehicles and they were paid a premium for being on call, but they 

weren’t paid as if they were working. So go off, enjoy, but don’t drink. [Laughs.]  

 

Misa:  Because you could get called in. 

 

O'Neil:  You could get called in. And each branch, district, had different variants of that 

and we were able to provide that service to the customers [at a price they could afford] 

and still make money. So that was a good example of leaving it to the people to come up 

with a solution rather than trying to dictate something from the top level down. Control 

Data in the 1970s started to get involved in Total Quality Management. Rolled it out a bit 

too strongly procedurally; I don’t think we understood enough about the human dynamics 

of it; and I did a lot of work, on that later on in [my post-CDA] consulting. 
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Misa:  In TQM. 

 

O'Neil:  Yes. And the key to that, from my point of view, was the human dynamics. You 

really had to get people understanding how to work with other people for it to come off, 

but the mechanistic side of it was simple.  

 

Misa: The statistical quality control? 

 

O'Neil:  Yes. And teams developing ideas and testing things out; that was all right. You 

had to get them being able to talk to one another and respect one another to do that. I 

think we [CDA] started off with a benefit in that we had a fair amount of that respect 

between the guys in the company.  TQM was brought out and I think it came out from the 

States, from the corporation; [TQM] was really a program in the States on this, and it 

didn’t have the human resources components, which was a pity.  

 

Misa:  Well, human resources could be understood in a couple of different ways; one 

would be a more formal personnel, policies?  

 

O'Neil:  Oh no, no; I’m talking about people understanding how to interact with other 

human beings; how to communicate; how to recognize each personality was different; 

and how would you cope with that and understand one another, and be able to build a 

team that really saw its role as being a team. And we’d done a fair amount of that anyhow, 

so the TQM part of it was sort of, from my view, it came late, about the time I was 
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leaving the company. By that stage, I was trying to get into Government Systems in 

Australia, you know, defense-type systems. In Australia we had a belief that we knew 

enough about Government Systems [GSD] in the corporation to realize there was an 

opportunity here with the Australian Defence Department, and the number of its 

laboratories, and so on. But we were pretty late starting and that was the time where, you 

know, [E. J.] Manny Otis took over as regional manager. Neither Trevor nor I had very 

much respect for Manny so he basically told Trevor I had to be fired. We went ahead 

with that sort of stuff, the corporation was contracting, and I’d been going down that path 

for about 12 months. 

 

Misa:  So this is time 1985, 1986? 

 

O'Neil:  Yes [1986]. In retrospect, I should’ve left earlier because the corporation was, I 

felt, on the road to disaster at that stage. We saw too much from this end, of people being 

hired in that we call pirates. 

 

Misa:  Pirates? 

 

O'Neil:  Yes. In senior management roles, they would come in, milk it for what they 

could make for themselves for a couple of years, and out the door again. And that style of 

management became quite endemic in the corporation. 

 

Misa:  Do you think that was [specific to] CDA, Australia? 



 57 

 

O'Neil:  No, no; I’m talking about Control Data Corporation. 

 

Misa:  The company as a whole? 

 

O'Neil:  The company as a whole. And some of that, then, was reflected in the choice of 

people to come in and run Control Data in Australia. 

 

Misa:  Okay, so you would see the results of that. 

 

O'Neil:  Yes. It was really crazy, Tom. If I look at it from a management point of view, 

from the time Trevor left, they typically would send out a guy to run Australia. Because 

of the divisiveness of having different groups reporting back to the States, they thought 

there wasn’t anyone in Australia that could run the country, as such; they’d better have an 

American running it. So they’d send a guy who’d been a district sales manager, 

somewhere, out to run a country and he had typically been, you know, computer system 

sales; know nothing about data services; know nothing about CDI; know nothing about 

engineering and be sent out here and expected to run this in a foreign country. And they 

didn’t have a lot of respect from the locals, and so we went through them fairly quickly. 

 

Misa:  About how long would some of the U.S. managers last? 

 

O'Neil:  Two years at the most. 
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Misa:  Two years at the most, wow, that’s a crazy time. 

 

O'Neil:  The only guy that was halfway reasonable at that point was John de Beer, from 

South Africa, came here. And he didn’t get the corporate support he needed. [Laughs.] 

Oh dear. I don’t think Bob ever understood some of that. 

 

Misa:  Bob Price. 

 

O'Neil:  Yes. Bob, to me, has always been a friendly guy that I liked but somewhere in 

the 1970s, they sent him off to Harvard to learn about business. And Bob then ceased to 

be a people person and became a numbers man. And he made some shocking choices of 

people, I thought.  

 

Misa: I think that’s one of the big challenges when you’re running a large organization is 

how to understand what you’re seeing.  

 

O'Neil:   That was another thing Trevor taught all of us that worked with him; the 

numbers are simply the result of what you’ve done, right? You can’t manage by those; 

you manage by what you’re doing. So you spend your time out with your customers, with 

your staff; and if you’re doing it right, the numbers will follow. 

 

Misa:  Right. 
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O'Neil:  Price was trying; the corporation was trying to run by numbers. It’s you’ve got 

this magic thing; you’ve gotta have these numbers. “Sorry, that target you’re setting is 

impossible for these reasons.” “No, no, no, that’s it; that’ll be your target.” And so that 

pisses people off when they know it’s ridiculous. Other times, they set a target too low. 

You say, hey, that’s too low. You’ve gotta get that up and give us some resources. No, no, 

no, we only want that.  

 

Misa: Then there is a kind of disconnect; that the numbers give you a false sense of 

security. 

 

O'Neil:  Sure. But Control Data did a lot of; yes, one of the other things that was very 

much part of the culture here was that every guy, we tried to give the opportunity to set 

his own path and then give him the training to do that. And the [HR] guy that followed; 

the one after Dave Noer, Brian Donnolley, did an excellent job of setting up supervisory, 

and management, and you know, all the soft training kind of stuff. We’d always done a 

good job on the technical training. From the earliest days our approach had been to send 

an engineer to the States, or maybe a couple, for a new piece of equipment we were 

bringing in. They’d bring it back, they’d run training for the engineers right around the 

country, rather than sending them overseas - which a lot of the other countries would be 

sending all these many people to Minneapolis for training all the time. And Minneapolis 

was never the source of all wisdom, you know, and we got pretty good at fixing stuff that 

didn’t work, and disseminating that around the country, and then trying to tell them. And 
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they didn’t want to know, half the time. [Laughs.] So the corporation, its biggest problem, 

I think, with international, is that they’re a fairly parochial deal, run by a fairly parochial 

bunch of Midwesterners who — and I like Midwesterners — but they didn’t see a world 

bigger than the U.S. and they could not understand that things might be done somewhat 

differently somewhere else.  

 

Misa:  That was a big tension for CDC developing international businesses everywhere. 

Basically you’re talking about either finding people in France, in Australia, or Japan, or 

sending somebody who’s from the Midwest out to there.  

 

O'Neil:  I think Australia worked in the long run; it had built a strong base of people that 

went on and did a damn [good] job irrespective of what instructions were flying from 

high above. And I have to say, I always had very good support in most of the things I did. 

At the time I ran Engineering Services, it came as a bit of a shock to Engineering 

Services because I’d never had anything to do with computer maintenance. And I think 

the reason I got put in there really was we didn’t have a manager who cared enough for 

our customers. He started to run it more with numbers, and by edict, and so the reason 

they got me into it was they thought I put the customer first and turn it around. You know, 

people like Ray Blankey are the ones, and they gave me a fair amount of freedom once 

they got to know me. 

 

Misa:  John, wonder if you would like to take a moment and reflect a little bit on the 

longer term culture that we met yesterday [at the monthly lunch meeting of CDA 
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people]? We’re talking about the 1990s, and now it’s 2013 and yet this group of people 

meeting each month. I’m fascinated by that. 

 

O'Neil:  You really see it, too; every two years in Melbourne we have a major reunion, 

where we meet. 

 

Misa:  Each two years? 

 

O'Neil:  Each two years, yes. And we typically meet in a pub [with our wives/partners] 

with just finger food and all that sort of stuff, for an afternoon. We get people turning up, 

you know, we put a lot of publicity out about that. We try and keep our lists of people’s 

contacts; and we will still get [up to] 150. And many of them only spent two years with 

Control Data, but the one thing they all tell you it’s the best company they ever worked 

for; that it gave them the chances they needed; gave them the training they needed; had 

people they respected managing them; they just remember. Some of them who spent a 

couple of years with us and still say it’s the best company they ever worked for. 

 

Misa:  You obviously had much longer term relationship.  

 

O'Neil:  Sure. And that’s what holds them all together, I think. That group [the lunch 

group] that you met yesterday was started by the engineers, originally. They just started 

after Control Data folded, because engineers have to work very closely together, and they 

probably know one another better than almost any other group in the company. And they 
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just decided they’d meet once a month, and they invited in any other ex-employees and 

we all thoroughly enjoy it, catching up with one another.  

 

Misa:  That’s funny because you have the stereotype — of course stereotypes aren’t 

necessarily true — about engineers . . .  

 

O'Neil:  White socks. [Laughter.] The thing in the top pocket. 

 

Misa:  And slide rules for a long time. It is kind of interesting about engineers having 

very strong working relationships, and that being the genesis of this ex-CDC group. 

 

O'Neil:  Well, part of it too, was that we did an awful lot of project work here at Control 

Data. Probably most of the other computer companies sort of delivered hardware and 

software, and maybe would send an analyst along to help them for a while, or as they 

needed it. But an awful lot of the stuff we did was like the TAB stuff, and the AIS and 

BHP, and those message switches, where their people got used to working in longer term 

projects with a bunch of our guys, and an awful lot of our engineers became project 

managers. Ron Bird, for example, left Control Data; he’d been an engineer, I put him into 

project managing; and he [later] left and went out and project managed independently. 

We had a number of ex-engineers like that, that graduated from just being engineers; they 

had the skills to manage larger groups; larger projects and groups of people. 
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Misa:  It would be different than if you had a lot of people working, for instance, doing 

more routine engineering of a factory line or assembly line, but if you’re doing project 

work that’s more connected to putting computers in action, and then that also needs more 

people skills. 

 

O'Neil:  We did some other things from the earliest days, I guess; anyone who was 

around the office would often go out to lunch with anyone else who was at the office. Or 

they’d go and get sandwiches together somewhere. And then as we got bigger, we would 

plan a barbecue once a week somewhere, in a park. Most of the people would turn up for 

that. For Friday evenings, we would have wine and beer and nibbles for a couple of hours 

after work closed. People from all these different groups would come to that and mix in, 

and get to know one another.  

 

Misa:  Do you recall that cultivation of sociability, was that something consciously done 

or just emerged organically? 

 

O'Neil:  I think it kind of emerged organically. Australians like that, they generally like 

that, I think. They’re motivated to do things together and not to recognize rank with any 

great deal of respect. And so they’ve learned to get along with one another at all levels. 

But it just emerged very early in the Control Data story. 

 

Misa:  So the lunch we had [yesterday] is a continuation of this sociability, project-

oriented time. 
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O'Neil:  Absolutely. 

 

Misa:  Still quite astonishing, really, many years later a coherent group of people find 

enjoyment in it.  

 

O'Neil:  We also had quite a strong company newsletter from fairly early days. I think 

Bill Austin started the first one, in our first year. And that kept going; it went right across 

the country and it would carry news of what was happening, customers, individuals in the 

organization, like, it was probably best known as “Between Ourselves.” A thing that had 

a lot of influence in my feelings for Control Data were Bill Norris’ newsletters. I think a 

lot of us could line up with a guy like that because he wrote first person, at least in the 

early years. And it was Bill sort of giving a company philosophy and that suited that way 

a lot of our people felt. So he always got a great deal of respect. He came here only once, 

in 1970, for the opening of the first 6600 Cybernet Data Centre in Sydney. And he came 

to Canberra, and Melbourne, and so on. One of the things that Trevor put on was a 

barbecue on Trevor’s back lawn for him.  

 

Misa:  Visiting dignitary. Okay. 

[Laughter.] 

 

O'Neil:  Yes. [It] couldn’t be everyone, but you know, all the old timers were invited 

along to the barbecue with their wives. And we did a lot of things with wives, too. We 
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had a social club, and it would organize evenings up in the Yarra Valley. We’d all get in 

a bus and go up to one of the wineries, and there’d be a spit roast, and a merry evening up 

there. So that sort of thing; and the same thing would happen around the states, in many 

cases. 

 

Misa:  You mentioned that there was this Control Data Australia newsletter. Does 

anybody have copies of that? 

 

O'Neil:  Yes. I think you’ll find that if Ron hasn’t given it to you; with a lot of this stuff, 

we now have in digital form.  

 

Misa:  That would be really priceless.  

 

O'Neil:  Yes. We’ve a guy [David Lee] in Adelaide that must love scanning documents. 

[Laughs.] He has scanned a helluva lot of CDA’s remaining documents that we could lay 

our hands on. And you always find, you know; Allison Dillon, who was part of HR 

department for many years; she’s collected a whole lot of memorabilia, but also she 

collected just about every newsletter that we ever published. And so she turns up at these 

two-yearly reunions with all this memorabilia — t-shirts, and caps, you know — and 

these newsletters; and pictures from old events, and so on. 

 

Misa:  This has been really a remarkable experience, John, so is there anything else that 

we should record while we’re here? 
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O'Neil:  One last look.  

 

Misa:  I think we got all our topics in. 

 

O'Neil:  We’ve covered a lot. I didn’t put as much effort into thinking about the later 

years. I talked about sharing analysts, sharing engineers, sharing logistics; of course we 

had operations, you know, we had Thailand. And when after I left running ASD, at one 

stage, I think it was; I can’t remember; the guy after Herb Hughes, he was only here 

about twelve months, Paul Sibalik, asked me, “where else should we operate in Asia?” Of 

course, at that time, through the C. Itoh relationship, or the Bendix thing, we had 

computers [a 3600] in Japan. I forget how Korea started but [later] we used to exchange 

engineering skills with them, and with Taiwan when they started. And so I had to look at 

Southeast Asia, and I recommended that the only place that we could do business was 

Thailand and Singapore. Don’t touch the Philippines because they’re as corrupt as hell; 

don’t touch Indonesia, you had the same corruption problem; and the Indians didn’t have 

any money. The other smaller countries in the region, just no potential. In those years, 

most of those countries didn’t have the money to buy [the] systems that Control Data 

produced.  

 

Misa:  There is this one singular machine [in 1964] that goes into [India’s] Tata Institute. 

 

O'Neil:  Yes, that was a 3600. That went in under a U.S. Aid program. 
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Misa:  Special case. 

 

O'Neil:  Yes. We, you know, I guess the thing I didn’t really mention, we had the 

wagering systems market pretty well tied up. 

 

Misa:  This is the TAB operation? 

 

O'Neil:  The TAB stuff. Unfortunately, about the time that we went into the third or the 

fourth system with Vic TAB, and this was going to a much more flexible system. See, the 

original ones had only a limited number of bet types, and so the TABs were getting more 

and more interested in more exotic bets and systems that were more generalized. So we 

came up with the concept of Generalised Wagering System. The division [ASD] 

disappeared just prior to that, and we tried to get into that without the same sort of 

structure that a systems division provided. So it ran into trouble. We did the original 

development with Vic [state of Victoria] TAB by doing it with them; sold the system to 

Queensland; sold it also to New Zealand; set up the project at Vic TAB; set up a project 

in Queensland; but it didn’t have any overall management, in a strong sense. Like - the 

salespeople had sold it; the analysts; the programmers working with the customer, usually, 

were reporting back into an analyst organization, rather than a strong project management 

organization. And the big problem — it fell apart after two years — we had not an agreed 

specification, still, with Vic TAB. And the guy who succeeded the original general 

manager (Ken taught me a lot about how to work with business) Ken Davis his name 
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was; he told us [around Christmas 1965] we’ve got the nod [for the original TAB system, 

Carbine] but to go off and use the terminals that Plessey and BATE had put up for the 

front end of the system; and I like your approach for the rest of it. And we had a knock-

down drag-out negotiation. I thought, you know, my first experience with that sort of 

thing; and I thought God, you’re going to kick us out the door? And we landed it. 

[Laughs.] In that process, he [Ken] also was in the States; I think we bid 160Gs or 

something because we really didn’t have anything smaller, and probably could have done 

it. But he decided “no, I’m not going to have those; I’ll have two 3100s.” His view was if 

I need something, tell me, and I’ll buy it. What’s important is I need a wagering system 

doing what its primary role on the day. 

 

Misa:  This is a great example of a real time systems, you can’t have them go two days 

late. It needs to be now. Very reliable. 

 

O'Neil:  Absolutely. And so when we completed the contract negotiations, Ken had us 

into his office [Trevor and I] — by that time they had moved into the new building, 

which is just down here a bit — and he said “wait there, I’ve got the board members 

coming in and we’ll sign the contracts.” After that, he sent them off to the boardroom bar 

(which they always had beautiful set up for that in the TABs); and [he] said to Trevor and 

I, now look, that’s going into my bottom drawer and I never expect to look at it again. 

[Laughs.] And that’s where the contract went. He said, from now on, [if there’s] a 

problem, come and tell me, we’ll work it out.   
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Misa:  So an informal agreement with a lot of trust and experience between parties, but 

not formal specifications.  

 

O'Neil:  That’s right. And we did run into some problems, I’d go to Ken and say, Ken — 

he had a guy nominally in charge of his end who was a bit of a bastard — Charles 

Scorgie -  hated us; Scoorgie’d be thumping the table saying it’s gotta have this! Gotta 

have that on time! I’d say sorry, if we’re going to be selling bets on the day, we’ve got to 

defer doing this stuff, which was usually administrative stuff. Well, what happened [on 

the GWS development] with the new GM, we didn’t have anyone like Ken, and I was out 

of it for quite a while. I got called back in by Peter MacGregor, who was the MD at the 

time in Australia, to have a look at what’s going on. “This thing seems to be running later 

and later, and the customer’s not happy.” So I had a good dig around [the project] and I 

discovered that we still didn’t have an agreed spec; that the specs kept changing; that it 

seemed to me that anyone from the TAB could come along and demand new features in 

the system that hadn’t been written into the [initial] spec. And nobody would be able to 

say no. So I went to Peter after a few weeks and said, “Peter, here’s the problem. Unless 

we go to the TAB, tell them that if they want a working system in a given time, we’re 

going to have to back away from some of the specifications, freeze that, build the system, 

then tackle the other things.” And he called in the guy who was [Australian] Sales 

Manager at the time, Roy Archibald — was a nice guy — but Roy said “You can’t tell a 

good customer like the TAB that.” And I said “Well if we don’t, we’ll both go down the 

tubes.” No, no, no, no. And Peter sided with Roy on that and I just said “Okay, Peter, I 

can’t have anything more to do with this; I’ll just go off and do my other job. Good luck.” 
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And guess what: the whole thing folded up. And the sad thing about that was that another 

one we’d sold that system to was the Natal TAB in South Africa. 

 

Misa:  Natal? 

 

O'Neil:  Natal Racing Club [in Durban], yes. The system for them was going on as a little 

project here, and that was delivered about six months after the cancellation of the contract 

with TAB, and it did all the things that they really needed to do. But not a lot of the crap 

that they’d been trying to build in for these administrative guys; wanted this report at this 

time, and that didn’t make any sense at all. So that’s how things can go wrong in systems 

[development]. And when they [Vic TAB] cancelled, next then Queensland said “Well, 

as we’re dependent on that, we’ve got to cancel.”  

 

Misa:  So where did they send the business to? 

 

O'Neil:  Well, it all became a mess because I think the Vic TAB General Manager 

thought that he could cancel the contract, get all the payments that he’d made back, we 

take [back] all the equipment we built for it, and that’d be that. Didn’t work that way. He 

had to have the terminals. We just said sorry, we built the terminals for you, you’ve got 

them. And sure enough we had the high card [under the contract]. So they then frigged 

around for a while. ‘Course their old system was functioning perfectly; and they went out 

and got some software house that came in and put together again another pile of minis 

and software for them. But it absolutely ripped the two of our organizations apart, which 
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had a lot of people involved; some very close friendships formed between their staff and 

our staff. 

 

Misa:  TAB and CDA. 

 

O'Neil:  Yes. And the same up in Queensland; we’d had a team actually on site working 

on their system [for nearly 2 years]. And then it pissed off New Zealand because they 

were about to order one. And that was another case where the Corporation, they said “No, 

we’re out of the wagering business; we’re not going to have anything more to do with 

that.” And here’s New Zealand TAB saying “we believe that system’s going to work; we 

want it; please!” 

 

Misa:  Did you ever get some clarity why Control Data back in Minneapolis wanted to be 

out of the wagering business?  

 

O'Neil:  Well, I think because they didn’t control the thing. It was a business that started 

elsewhere in the world, and they didn’t really believe in its potential. Some managers 

thought well, if we stuffed up once; the fact that we hadn’t stuffed up three times before 

or four times before didn’t make any difference. A lot of American managers were like 

that; they make this big, impressive decision without knowing; really stopping and 

thinking very much. I think Minnesotans were pretty conservative and originally when 

we got the TAB contract, I gather Bill Norris asked some pretty pointed questions. 

“What? We’re getting into the gambling business?!” [Laughs.] And when it was 
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explained to him that this was an agency set up by the government, was all legitimate, 

and there were no mafia involved, it became okay. But Control Data did have some very 

parochial attitudes in their management, that would walk away from good things 

happening elsewhere in the world. It was a long time before they accepted the SC 1700, 

which the Israelis had built. The 1700 was a great little machine except it was 

[physically] big. It was now a few years after it had come in and it was a bit outmoded; 

but the instruction set, and the performance, and all that were fine. The Israelis put 

together an equivalent using integrated circuitry and so on, and we heard about that 

because we could see we needed that for the GWS [Generalised Wagering System] 

systems. The interesting thing about the wagering business is that the money is not in the 

central system, it’s in the terminals.  

 

Misa:  That is the profits are in the terminals. 

 

O'Neil:  The profits are in the terminals, yes, but you got to have the central system 

[hardware and specialized software] to run it. And we’d originally said to Control Data 

when we started on GWS . . . 

 

Misa:  I’m sorry, GWS is? 

 

O'Neil:  Generalised Wagering System. Because that system basically kept track of all 

the individual bets so you could have high value bets in the system that you could track. 

And it allowed you to specify bets in a form that you only collated them when you had to. 
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When you come onto so-called exotic bets; like the most exotic bet that the original 

system ran, which was a last-minute thought almost, was the so-called quadrella; this was 

[where] you pick the winning horse in four [designated] races at a meeting. But because 

of the limitations of the keyboard that we built, you could only [have] ten horses in each 

[of the four] races, so you doubled around. Horse 11 became horse one; so if you’d bet on 

11 you also had a bet on one, and so on. By that time, they wanted much more exotic bet 

types that occasionally the bookies would play with, where, you know, the winners of all 

seven races at a meeting, or different combinations of win.  

 

Misa:  So you’d have fabulously long odds . . . 

 

O'Neil:  Oh, absolutely. 

 

Misa:  . . . and fabulous payoffs and some people like exactly that lure.  

 

O'Neil:  And that’s why GWS came about. We could see the need for, you know, other 

than the simple bets. Because of the nature of [the original] totalisator systems that most 

of it was based on, it was simple; the original ones were almost mechanical, not even 

electromechanical. And so they could cope with a very limited range of bets and we 

extended that. But then you could see, well, these are the types of bets that particular 

countries like. Some countries really like bets with big, big odds. That’s what attracted 

the punters [the bettors], not just the little bitty stuff. 
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Misa: The possibility of a big payoff that a complicated bet would have, and a 

complicated program could offer. 

 

O'Neil:  That’s right. And you get system punters that form a pool and they will — I’m 

getting too much into TAB — but they will put in their money and take a variety of 

combinations of these exotic bets, all of them exotic bets, so that they’re covering several 

possibilities in the winning of the races. And that often paid off. A lot of our 

programmers in the early days were onto the Quadrella, so they recognized that a little bit 

of systemic effort on this and you probably could make some money. And they made 

some money. 

 

Misa:  Start seeing the patterns. 

 

O'Neil:  So they got in there before the general public woke up. [Laughs.] 

 

Misa:  Popular line of business here. 

 

O'Neil:  And would get a big payout because they’d cover those.  

 

Misa:  Well, John, this has really splendid and thank you so much for your time. 

 

O'Neil:  Other things may come up and if you want to get together again with me towards 

the end of your time here, I’d be happy to do that. But those first ten years were the 
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critical years for Control Data here, and by that time we were going pretty well. We, you 

know, other business that we got that I haven’t tried to mention here, we got the South 

Australian government, then when Tax [Australian Taxation Office] came out [with 

requirements for computer systems] – they’d been running on Stats - so we went in there 

with 6000s, 6400s  by that time. And CSIRO kept upgrading right up to the STAR, and 

they were about to order an ETA supercomputer when we went crunch. Met 

[Meteorological] Bureau, one of the last jobs I did was I was given the role of 

Government Systems . . . 

 

Misa:  This is the Meteorology Bureau. 

 

O'Neil:  . . . yes, and although the Met Bureau; I knew about [Control Data] STAR 

[computer], I’d spent some time with their people — I knew about the ETA systems, I 

spent some time with the  [ETA] people over there [Minneapolis] — that’s the thing that 

I need next, you know? We were up against Cray, but that thing [the ETA 

supercomputer] is going to be good; and we actually sold one to them, after I’d left the 

sale was made. Unfortunately, the machine got damaged in installation and I’m not sure it 

ever ran for them. By that time, ETA had gone because the corporation couldn’t keep 

funding them; banks basically were telling [Bob] Price what he had to do.  

 

Misa:  That was a painful experience. 
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O'Neil:  It was. Again rescuing disaster from the jaws of success. That was a brilliant 

machine. Where that stuff up began was on software, and they didn’t have to stuff up. 

The hardware that came out was good. Software, they hadn’t started on soon enough, and 

they tried again to make it do too many things for too many people. And some customers, 

with that, actually did their own operating systems based on UNIX, which ran fine.  

 

Misa:  Expectations about computers had changed then. 

 

O'Neil:  Oh, yes. The supercomputer business kept changing and it wasn’t long before 

Control Data, at the same is doing this stuff. They had a multiple parallel processor 

machine. I forget what it was called, but they were planning that. And the real problem 

was that nobody could figure out how to program these damn things. They started to 

figure out quite well how to program vector machines; the Australian produced those. But 

the idea of multiple little processors, nobody could figure out how you got your program 

done; by hard [work] you could write a program for a particular application that could 

run and run and run, and use it, but no simple language to write programs. I still don’t 

know how they do that, these days. 

 

Misa:  I think it’s still a challenge today. 

 

O'Neil:  . . . all the supercomputers now are multiple little processors. And it’s funny, I 

still remember talking about that at a computer conference in Canberra in — would’ve 

been about 1971, I think — Jim Thornton came out and there were a bunch of us on stage, 
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and I was saying where I thought the future of computers was in real time systems with 

multiple processors to give you the power, interconnected, but it was a bit too early. 

[Laughs.]  

 

Misa:  Yes; see it but hard to realize it. 

 

O'Neil:  That’s right. And that’s what we were trying to do. One of the things that GWS 

was doing, it really had a whole series of small machines that talked to one another; you 

brought your terminals into different machines and they eventually all got aggregated. 

But it wasn’t a master/slave relationship, so any machine could die and you didn’t lose all 

the terminals at a site and you didn’t lose any of the bets, because they’d already been 

stored in duplicate on central storage. 

 

Misa:  So there’s a measure of redundancy, then. 

 

O'Neil: You had to have high redundancy. 

 

Misa:  Essentially, then, very resilient [pause] 

 

O'Neil:  The first ones were just two systems, one running hot and one running hot 

standby; the early TAB systems. But Rimfire [Victoria TAB’s Remote Input Machines 

For Investments on Racing Events] had a bunch of 1700s collecting from the terminals, 

issuing the tickets, and so on; and then moving the bets forward into the Carbine system, 
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the original central system for collation, and then out to the course. But the industry’s 

changed. Control Data was also extremely slow to start using integrated circuitry when it 

was clear that this was the way to go. But a lot of it was there was this culture; and they 

were right, for a long time, the fastest circuits you could make were still made with 

discrete components. But (a) that was expensive; and (b) it wasn’t going to last. And so, 

Control Data was really very, very late in producing an integrated [circuit] system. The 

3500 was the first major system that they used it in, and that was a very successful 

machine. But, you know, the Arden Hills philosophy, and the Cray philosophy, that’s 

Seymour originally, [was] I can make faster stuff if we use little, discrete components.  

 

Misa:  A real emphasis, from what I’ve read, on architecture rather than just superfast 

transistors 

 

O'Neil:  Oh no, Seymour was both. He was, you know, [trained in] applied math. He 

understood circuitry design at the hardware level, and system design at the operating 

system level. But his challenge was that to him, he just wanted to build the fastest 

machine to solve a particular set of problems that you typically had in the Atomic Energy 

Commissions, to a lesser extent in meteorology, and then increasingly, in other 

engineering applications, which really [are] all your systems [to] do simultaneous 

equations of different kinds.  

 

Misa: Cray ended up doing work for oil exploration. 
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O'Neil:  That was the other problem here was that we; you know, seismic processing was 

a potential opportunity here but it wasn’t the time; and most of the seismic processing 

associated with oil exploration around the world wasn’t done in Australia, it was done 

back in the States.  

 

Misa:  Well, John, this has been great. Thank you so much. 

 

O'Neil:  It was good. Glad we got to talk. Time flies. Do you want to come down and 

have lunch with Jo and I? Do you like Japanese, by the way? 

 

[END] 

  


