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Canada’s First Commercial Digital Computer
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Presentation Agenda

 Who was first?

 Why it’s important?

 When it all happened?

 Where at NRC?

 Stories from the frontline

 Photo gallery

 Solving the mystery.

2



Mini-Bio

 Graduate of the OTHS 

Electronics Technician 

program (1957)

 Amateur Radio Operator 

 First employer: Electronic Materiel International

 Second employer: NRC

 27% increase in salary

 The job? 

 Babysit a $2M computer
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Who was first?

 Manchester University SSEM begat…

 Manchester MU1 (Mark 1) which begat…

 Ferranti Mark 1

 Delivered in February 12, 1951

 The world’s first commercially sold digital 

computer

 Remington Rand’s UNIVAC 1 was delivered 

on March 30, 1951

 Taking second place
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Manchester University SSEM
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Which evolved into…

Affectionately known as “Baby.”



Manchester Mark 1 (MADM)
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Manchester Automatic Digital Machine



Ferranti Mark 1, Serial Number 1
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The world’s first commercially sold digital computer.



Ferranti Mark 1
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The person on the right is Alan Turing.



Remington Rand UNIVAC 1

UVIVersal Automatic Computer
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Alan Turing
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1912 to 1954



Turing’s Involvement
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Turing’s Involvement



Turing’s Involvement
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Turing’s Involvement



Conway Berners-Lee
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Father of Sir Tim Berners-Lee, 

the inventor of the World Wide Web.
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University of Toronto & ferut
Ferranti + u of t = ferut



ferut’s Accomplishments

 St Lawrence Seaway backwater calculations

 First remote computing application

 Toronto’s computer-controlled traffic system

 Antenna spacing for astronomical arrays

 Avro Arrow resonant frequency calculations

 Radiation dosage calculations…

 and much more.

 Basically, one machine was responsible for 

an entire nation’s computer calculations!
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ferut Fun Facts

 Consumed 27 kilowatts of power

 Over 4000 vacuum tubes

 2500 capacitors

 15,000 resistors

 6 miles of wire

 100,000 hand-soldered joints

 And yet…

 Less computing power than today’s handheld 

calculators
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Last known U of T ferut Crew

Front row, L to R, Dr. Stuart Baxter, Edith (Laurie) Davis, unknown, Prof. Hume (?).

Back row, right, Dr. David Thorp.



ferut’s New Home
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Structures Laboratory, M-14 



21

Structures Lab, M-14

Courtesy, Ron Gould, former NRC/NAE TO.
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Structures Lab, M-14

Courtesy, Ron Gould, former NRC/NAE TO.
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Structures Lab, M-14

Courtesy, Ron Gould, former NRC/NAE TO.
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Structures Lab, M-14

Courtesy, Ron Gould, former NRC/NAE TO.
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Structures Lab, M-14
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Beckman EASE 

Behind the sliding door.
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Newly Minted RCT-1

Brian (Simon) Jeffrey, circa 1958.
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The ferut Operator’s Console

Controlling the (computing) world!



Waking up the Beast
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The ferut Main Console
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Power Control Panel
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Photo courtesy the Computer Conservation Society website: http://www.ourcomputerheritage.org/

ferut’s Generators
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Photo courtesy the Computer Conservation Society website: http://www.ourcomputerheritage.org/

Vacuum tubes everywhere!



Typical “Door”
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Copyright: Mark Richards.
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Not always a bad vacuum tube
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ferut Bay #2

Courtesy, NRC archives.
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Photo courtesy the Computer Conservation Society website: http://www.ourcomputerheritage.org/

Main Magnetic Storage
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Spare Memory Drum 

Courtesy, NRC archives.
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Main Memory Drum

Courtesy, NRC archives.
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Main Memory Drum
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RAM Memory

Courtesy, NRC archives.
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Photo courtesy the Computer Conservation Society website: http://www.ourcomputerheritage.org/

RAM Memory
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RAM Memory

Note the capacitance plate

Displayed 64, 20-bit lines for a total of 1280 bits or 256 digits



44

Long Lost Photos

Courtesy, NRC archives.
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Long Lost Photos

Courtesy, NRC archives.
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Long Lost Photos

Courtesy, NRC archives.
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Long Lost Photos

Courtesy, NRC archives.
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Long Lost Photos

Courtesy, NRC archives.



Moving on
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In 1960 a change in salary precipitated…

…a change of consoles!
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What’s left of ferut

That’s it!!!
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Where did ferut go?
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The Mystery Continues
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Thank you!

Q&A Time
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