Philipson column for 23 October 2001 

I do not often write book reviews in this column. Still more seldom do I write reviews of children’s books. In fact, I have never written one, here or anywhere else. But there is a first time for everything, and in this case a very good reason.

The book is an Australian book about an Australian computer. Australia’s first computer, in fact – CSIRAC, which is now housed at the Museum of Victoria in Melbourne. CSIRAC was only the third or fourth true computer ever built in the world, and is the oldest complete computer still in existence anywhere. Its existence is the inspiration for a wonderful little book called “The First Computer Mouse”.

The book was written by David Demant, the curator of information technology at the museum. That means his job is to look after the museum’s growing collection of historical computers, but he is a man of many interests, and he prevailed upon his employers to let him write a children’s book about CSIRAC and its early days. Not only did the museum let him write the book, it actively encourage him to do so and has now published it, very attractively and professionally.

Now, you might think that a children’s book on such a subject would be difficult to write, and boring. That could have been the case, but David has done such a good job that he has made it look easy, and made it fun and interesting for his target audience of five to eight year olds. The book tells the story of young Lucy, who asks Grandad about the funny little thing attached to his computer.

“It’s called a mouse,” says Grandad, who then explains that when he was a young man (but older than Lucy) he worked on Australia’s very first computer, and back in those days computers didn’t have mice, but you talked to them by feeding in a long strip of paper tape.

But the tape kept breaking, and one of the most frustrating part of Grandad’s job was repairing the broken tape when programming the computer. They couldn’t work out why the tape kept breaking. Then, late one night when he was watching the computer hoping to catch it in the act of breaking the tape, he dozed off. When he awoke he found that the tape had broken, but that it had mysteriously repaired itself and the computer was functioning normally.

When he looked closely, he saw that the tape had been glued together, and that the glue was still damp. “Suddenly, out of the corner of my eye, I saw something move. There on the floor near the computer was a mouse. I walked towards it. It looked up at me for a moment. I know you won’t believe me, but I swear it smiled at me.”

Then the mouse disappeared, and the story of the repaired paper tape remained a mystery to Grandad and his fellow computer scientists.

But not to readers of the book. Though never referred to directly in the text, the illustrations in the book constantly show a small city of super-intelligent mice living under the floor of the computer room. They have Internet cafes and mobile phones and computer games, and they are quietly amused at the primitive computer being used by the humans above them. They repair the paper tape and make little comments about how it will take the humans twenty to thirty years to catch up with them.

These mice, and the delightful pictures of their subterranean techno-paradise, are one of the book’s most attractive feasures. It is beautifully illustrated throughout by freelance Melbourne illustrator Deborah Koolen, who deserves as much praise as David Demant for making the book such a success and so appealing to young readers. Deborah did the illustrations initially by hand, but then used an Apple Mac and Adobe Illustrator to give them a vaguely techno look very much in keeping with the theme of the book.

The end result is one of the most attractive children’s books I have seen, and on a subject you would never expect. Lucy of course says to Grandad that if he worked on the first computer, and he saw that mouse, then that must have been the first computer mouse, and that’s how computer mice came to be so called.

The Museum of Victoria is not normally a book publisher, and does not have the distribution network of a large publishing house. It is currently working on bookshop distribution, but in the meantime you can get a copy of “The First Computer Mouse” directly from the museum by emailing tmarra@museum.vic.gov.au, or faxing 03 8341 7573. And Deborah Koolen, the very talented illustrator, is at dkoolen@jeack.com.au. Its ISBN is 0 7311 8421 1, and it costs $16.45 plus postage ($5.50 in Victoria and $7.15 elsewhere in Australia).

Like I said, children’s books aren’t really my bag, but this one is so well done, and so much fun, and highlights Australia’s early efforts in the history of computing so well, that I couldn’t resist writing about it. If you can get a copy, do so, particularly if there are young children in your life.
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