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Allan Bromley died earlier this month, after a long battle with Hodgkin’s disease. He took with him more knowledge of the history of computing than remains behind with any of us. He was a world authority on many aspects of early computing, and was one of the most avid collectors of early mechanical calculators the world is ever likely to see.

Allan was associate professor of computer science at Sydney University, where in his later years he specialised in the history of computing machinery. I knew Allan through our joint membership of the Australian Computer Museum Society (ACMS). My own involvement has waned in recent years, but Allan remained as active as his illness would allow right up to the end.

I remember attending a committee meeting at his small house in Sydney suburb of Dulwich Hill one evening. Six of us crowded around a small table in his garage, squeezing in between adding machines and giant analogue computers and bits of clocks and other devices. One of them was so large and heavy, it was said, that it buckled the bricks on his driveway when he brought it home. He was an inveterate collector of anything to do with computation and measuring, and has vastly enriched many other collections through his own.
In his later years, as he knew the end was coming, he gave many of his most valuable artefacts to the ACMS and Sydney’s Powerhouse Museum, which has one of the world’s better collections of historical computers. Allan was instrumental in the museum’s 1995 purchase of a large piece Charles Babbage’s famous Difference Engine Number 1, one of only three such left in the world. The museum paid $400,000 for it, largely on his advice.
The Powerhouse Museum alone has been the recipient of over a dozen of his artefacts, including a piece of SILLIAC, Australia’s second computer. (The first, CSIRAC, is in the Melbourne Museum, and is the oldest existing electronic computer in the world). The Powerhouse has also received some of his calculators, slide rules and books and papers on the history of computing.

Another recipient of Allan’s generosity has been the ACMS. This society was formed in the early 1990s by a group of enthusiasts interested in preserving computing history, with an aim to perhaps one day opening a computing museum in Australia. The museum itself has not come into being, but the society has collected enough exhibits to populate one if ever the space and money becomes available. Allan was a founding member of the society, and always active in its affairs.

One of his most valued artefacts was the original automatic tote machine from Newcastle Racecourse. It is not widely appreciated that the automatic tote was an Australian invention, nor what a remarkable invention it was. Australia is of course a nation of inveterate gamblers, and the work involved in determining the correct amount of money to be paid to winning punters from a pool is a time-consuming and error-prone calculation if done manually. This is a problem, particularly as successful punters tend to want their winnings immediately.
The automatic tote was invented in 1913 by Australian engineer George Julius, who was the first chairman of the CSIRO. It is the “earliest on-line, real-time, data processing and computation system” that the curators at the London Science Museum have been able to identify. Allan Bromley’s was the only one of its vintage still left, and has been broken into bits shared between the Powerhouse Museum, the ACMS, and NSW Tabcorp.

Allan was also an authority on the Antikythera, a coral-encrusted relic discovered off the coast of Greece in 1900. This incredibly complex calculator, as sophisticated as an 18th century clock, is unique in history for its complexity and workmanship. It remains an enigma – nothing like it has ever been found before or since. It is typical of Allan’s curiosity that he made himself an authority on it.
But it his work on understanding Babbage’s work that is Allan Bromley’s greatest legacy. A whole issue of the IEEE Annals of the History of Computing was devoted to his work in 2000. It says that his work is now the standard by which all others on Babbage is measured. “Many academics … will publish many minor arcticles. Allan has not taken this road. While his list of publications is not, in itself, a massive volume, every single one is a gem of the first quality.”
I did not know Allan very well, but I remember him as a kind and gentle man, a little eccentric even, but with a love and understanding of his subject unique among people I have met. Too many people ignore the history of the computer industry. It is as fascinating, or even more so, than the history of any other aspect of humanity. But it is an industry that, more than any other, seems to live in the here and now. It is thanks to people like Allan Bromley that the industry even has a history, and that enough people are aware of it to ensure that much of the detail is not lost forever.
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