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	Transcript

	00:00:02
	S1
	So, is that cover your full career with Leo?  When did you leave Leo?

	00:00:10
	S2
	Well, can I go back to the 360?  The DP world, or should I say IT world as it now is, changed in April 1964 when IBM announced the 360.  Copies of much IBM literature were obtained and we scrutinised them.  I was assigned to the team who was looking at their offerings and asked to look at, in particular, at their IO system, which I saw was a great step forward in that one instruction provided access rather to an open-ended IO system that could appear to handle any device, present or future.  By this time, Leo had become English Electric Leo Marconi and within this group, work had already started to design a next generation range of computers.  Chris Date, who later went onto IBM and is well-known I think for his work on data structures, we were charged with the task of designing a set of machine instructions.  The design we came up with incorporated the standard registered set of instructions plus instructions to handle indefinitely large stacks.  The project died on the vine when it was announced that English Electric Leo Marconi, EELM, had made an arrangement with RCA of the USA to use their Spectra series of computers as a basis of what was to be called System 4 with Leo, English Electric, and Marconi Factories each assigned a machine in the series.  At that time, I was asked to join a team consisting of David Caminer who was the sales manager for LEO, and from English Electric, Dennis Blackhall, the head of their software department, and Phil Scall to visit RCA.  This was at a difficult time for me as I had got married in 1964 and the arrival of our first daughter was imminent.  Nevertheless, it was an interesting trip in my first visit to USA.  Back to UK, where a product planning team was formed and I became a member of that.  This was also charged with developing a launch programme for the new series.  Some of the initial software was to be taken straight from RCA and some was to be developed in the UK.  Probably because there was a more established group of software members- numbers rather in Kidsgrove rather than in the Leo facilities, it was determined that any new software should be created at Kidsgrove.  The most important piece of software in Leo people’s mind, the most important piece of software to be integrated from scratch was an operating environment known as 5J which was to be used for larger machines which of course legal people were more familiar.  This was also to be the first disk-based software environment for either Leo or English Electric.  I was in London.  I was the Leo liaison person with English Electric software team and I found a good rapport with the 5J development manager.  It seemed to me that unfortunately, insufficient resources were allocated to this project.  It seemed to be that more weight was being given to the KDF6 software, an older and smaller machine, rather to the new System 4 range which was surely more important to the future of English Electric Leo Marconi.  Despite this, System 4s were installed and the sales force was thirsting for knowledge on where System 4 software were superior that provided by IBM.  We set out to develop the software strengths of System 4 vis-à-vis comparable IBM models.  Then came the possibility of unhooking an IBM installation, i.e., replacing it with a compatible System 4 model which had exactly the same machine order code.  However much the hardware was deemed compatible, there was inevitably differences in the software, which although not necessarily major did call for some work converting the programmes, especially in the input-output area, as well operators, job instructions were likely to be different.  Then came a career-changing event for me.  Richard Beckinsale, an experienced Leo programmer and I were to go to RCA and look at advances RCA were making in software and I was to meet with the RCA sales force to see how they handled dealing with IBM in various situations.  My wife, Jane, also ex-Leo, by now had two children, and I had two children.  We had been experienced growing this [inaudible 00:06:35] a lot.  I was told I was doing an excellent job, I seemed to have a decent salary, but at the end of the month, there was little or nothing left, commuting took two hours a day and there was the frequent trips to Kidsgrove as well as potential clients, then the takeover by ICL took place.  At the end of this trip, I visited Jane’s relatives in Ottawa and resulting from previous correspondence with them, I was shown an ad for a manager software support at Rural Bank of Canada, Canada’s largest bank.  I went to Montreal for the interview and was offered the job shortly after returning to UK.  I started work in Montreal in April ’69.  The job was a mixture of supporting the six data centres across the country, developing programmes to enhance the working of IBM software and the promise of a major role in the bank’s new computer setup which would surely include any branch banking and many other features.  On looking at the daily operation of the data centres, it was quickly apparent to me that dollars were being spent in the wrong area.  The person responsible for the hardware configurations had little knowledge of systems and, for example, using my Leo experiences, I saw that speed on the tape drives would hardly ever be used given the amount of processing and data movement that had to be carried out on each record.  So, exit many unnecessarily over-speeded tape drives and one IBM salesman.  At the bank, there was the first working online system I had encountered.  It was called COLA standing for Chargex Online Authorisation with merchants phoning into the bank and to a bank of initially six terminal operators and entering the card number, merchant amount, and so on.  One of the very first attempts to fraud, credit card fraud, one of these tunnels didn’t work and two more were brought up in order to cope with increasing volume, so one wag determined that the system should now be referred to as Seven Up.  (Laughs) The disappointing thing about my stay at the side at the bank was any substantial move towards a sophisticated online system, that simply did not take place despite the fact that the other major Canadian banks were rumoured to be moving quickly down that road.  In my job there, I had visited the other data centres across the country, including Vancouver, and was immediately attracted by it.  Montreal’s climate at that time, both political and meteorological, was not…sorry.

	00:10:14
	S1
	Okay, go.

	00:10:14
	S2
	…and the fact that we were immigrants, our donors would likely have to retain a French language school.  So fortunately, I was able to obtain a position as data processing manager at the stock exchange in Vancouver in November, 1972.  There, the installation was small, the DP staff was small, but with talented individuals, and then a year after I arrived, we replaced an aging UNIVAC machine with an IBM 370/125.  The exchange was small, as I said, owned by [inaudible 00:10:50] and subject to wild fluctuations in the volume of trading, giving rise at times…too much was being spent on computing or a new mining discovery created, obviously we were trading and the system got behind its reporting of market prices trades.  The exchange staff grew.  The DP became the ICF staff and expanded.  We introduced a new trade clearing system and became the first stock depository in Canada.  Later, the exchange took over the broker’s accounting system from mainly expense.  Gradually, I was asked to take on other responsibilities.  I loved the challenges of IT but was finally directed to find an IT manager so I could spend time on other aspects of the exchange business.  The exchange was to become the first Canadian exchange to introduce fully computerised trading.  By 1999, the long-standing movement to unify all Canadian exchanges into one body was realised.  I retired on December 31st, 1999, so I can truly say that I have not worked this millennium.  I can truly say I love computers and I enjoy writing programmes myself, so the story does not quite end there.  I have some skill with C Sharp which has helped me write my account management system, my securities holding while they still exist, and my dictionary.  Why dictionary?  I actually followed my father’s footsteps in having our growing attachment to crypto-crosswords.  First, solving them, and then creating.  When I started my student days, I was fortunate enough to have a cryptic puzzle accepted and published by The Listener.  Two more followed.  When I joined Leo, I did not have time for such things.  In North America, it was hard to find cryptics.  I did join an organisation called the National Puzzlers’ League which published cryptics from time to time and I was able to contribute some to them.  Now that I’m retired, I have a little more time and I compose regularly for a puzzle club in UK to the Magpie Monthly.  I most recently have had a puzzle published in the New York Times.  Sorry, I must rush now, I have a golf game scheduled.  (Laughs)

	00:13:29
	S1
	So just before you rush off to your golf game, maybe reflect a little bit on your life experience with Leo.  What remains with you of that experience?

	00:13:41
	S2
	The knowledge that I can take any programme or any challenge or any programme language because they’re all basically the same and we have to address the same problems and delve into any problem.  I mean I do it only I think for myself now.  I haven’t tried to sell any of the programmes I have written, so they may not follow all the sound principles that we learnt in the early days of Leo, but they do have the ability to work.  I also learnt a little of management in a very technical environment which, as I found out, in Vancouver, was not necessarily the same as managing in a non-technical though obviously some of the same problems did arise.  I mean I’m just very, very thankful to Leo for giving me the start that I had in the data processing business or the IT business and I think I enjoyed every aspect of it and it gave me a very good foundation for work that I was to do later on.  How about that?

	00:15:05
	S1
	Have you attended any of the Leo functions?

	00:15:09
	S2
	No, I haven’t.  I have been in contact with Peter Byford from time-to-time.  We do still visit UK occasionally.  I have a sister who lives in the outskirts of Manchester, so our visits there are more likely to head in that direction rather than to be near or in London is where I understand all the reunions are held.

	00:15:49
	S1
	Okay, so to conclude the interview, this interview with John Forbes has been recorded by the Leo Computers Society and the society would like to think him very much for his time and reminiscences.  The interview and the transcript form part of an oral history project to document the early use of electronic computers in business and other applications, but particularly in business.  Any opinions expressed are those of the interviewee, that is, John Forbes, and not of the society.  The copyright of this interview is in recorded form and in transcript remains the property of the Leo Computers Society.  And that ends our interview with John Forbes on August 23, 2019 in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada.
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