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Babbage vs Oracle
Scott Hollows

Computer Pioneers

Charles Babbage Larry Ellison
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Similar

Different

Charles Babbage Larry Ellison
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Goals

• Babbage’s efforts to build a computer in the 
Victorian Age (1800’s)

• Comparisons and links to Oracle’s early history, 
personalities, technologies and events

• Technology History is mainly about People
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1977 Three Founders … Plus One

Ed Oates     Bruce Scott     Bob Miner     Larry Ellison
24 39 34
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Lawrence “Larry” J. Ellison
• Born 1944
• Age 63
• Wealth $25+ billion USD (2008) 
• Co-founded Oracle in 1977
• Flunks out of Uni
• Programmer

– "I am still an engineer at heart“ - Ellison
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Family - Ellison
• 1944 Born in the Bronx, New York
• Unknown father
• Young unwed mother

– 19  year old Florence Spellman

• Pneumonia at 9 months
• At mothers requested aunty Lillian and uncle 

Louis to adopt Larry
• bright but inattentive student , unfocused
• Adopted father was unsupportive and distant

– “You’ll never amount to anything”
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Characteristics - Ellison
Intelligent
Visionary
Showman
Driven
Charisma
Competitive
Sales Oriented
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Reality Distortion Field

• Larry Ellison
• Steve Jobs
• Convince others and self of anything
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Time To Market
• “Time To Market Is Everything” - Ellison

• “Real Developers Ship” – Steve Jobs
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Moores Law before 1970

Cost of Calculations per Second per $1000
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Pascal’s Calculator
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Babbages Difference Engine
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Babbage
• 1791 – 1871 (age 79)

– Invented the create first mechanical computer that 
eventually led to more complex designs

– Low to no technical connection to modern day 
computers

– Spiritual Father of Moderns Computers
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Babbage was …
• Brilliant Mathematician
• Inventor
• Perfectionist
• Eccentric

• Scientific Radical
• Gentleman Scientist
• Scientist Aristocrat
• Author
• Public figure
• Socialite
• Philosopher
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Interests / Accomplishments
• All interests spawned from Maths
• Advance the state of science, maths & astronomy

• Maths
• Maritime
• Lighthouses
• Trains
• Cryptography
• Medical
• Economics
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Family - Babbage
• Father – cold and distant
• Boarding schools from age 8
• Married Georgiana Whitmore

• Combined annual allowance £450(300+150)

• A Modest life without lavish entertaining
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Wealth
• Babbage

– Wealthy Family
– Father is a banking partner
– 1827 Father dies
– Charles Babbage inherits the family fortune

– No financial pressure or desire for wealth
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Education
1812 Cambridge Uni

Failed to graduate

1814 Received honorary degree without 
examination 
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People
• Babbage

– Not keen to share his own achievements with others
– Avoids hiring staff
– Joseph Clement – Engineer
– Ada
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Victorian Era
• Technology changed slowly
• Eras defined by reign of a 

monarch, not decades

• Queen Victoria’s Reign 
was the birth of modern 
technology
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Public Interests
• Astronomy

– New planets and comets
– Prediction of orbits

• Machines

• Steam Power
• Automatons
• Clockwork

• Maritime 
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Three Charles
• Three Charles

–Charles Darwin
–Charles Dickens
–Charles Babbage



Scott Hollows 31

Problems
• England was a Maritime power

– Navigation
– Tides

• Astronomy – planets and comets

• Life Insurance

Need for tables of numbers
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Log Tables
• Many Errors
• Double checking

– Slow and expensive

• Create
– Slow
– Expensive
– Boring

• Calculations by Hand - People Were “Computers”
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Initial Idea
• Babbage

– Age 30  (Larry was 34)
– Preparing logarithmic tables with Herschel
– Started to think of difference engine to automate 

creation of mathematical tables



Scott Hollows 35

Prototype
• Special purposedevice intended for the production of 

mathematical tables. 

• Letter and demo to key groups

• 1824 Royal Astronomical Society Gold Medal
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1823  England Government Grant

£1823 Initial £  1,500
1830 £  9,000

===============
1834 Total £17,000

+ Babbage     £ 6,000
===============

£ 23,000

85 Man Years (?)

30 Man Years (?)
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Difference Engine #1
• 25,000 brass parts
• Weight = fifteen tons (13,600 kg)
• Height 8 ft (2.4 m)

• Capabilities : results to 20 digits
• Funding : ample funding by Government
• never completed

• Massive leap in technology
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Difference Engine #2
• Designed an improved version
• 1989-1991 constructed using Babbage's plans

and 19th-century manufacturing
• It performed its first calculation at the London 

Science Museum
• Results to 31 digits
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1827 Deaths
• Deaths in 1827

– Wife 
– Father
– At least two sons

• Mental breakdown
• Delayed construction
• Travels Europe for 1 year
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Analytical Engine
• Less complex than Difference Engine

• it would costmore to finish the original engine 
than to construct. Didn’t factor in time

• Request for Government funds rejected
• Architecture similar to modern computers

– CPU Memory Storage
– Branching looping

• Print on copper plates
• Turing-complete

•Height 15ft (4.6m)
•Length 29 ft (6.1 m)
•Width 6 ft (1.8 m)
•Weight several tons
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Punched Card Idea
1840 visits french silk weaving plant

see Jaquard Loom in action
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Ada Lovelace
• Impressive mathematician
• Father poet Lord Byron
• Mother interest in maths

• Program to calculate sequence of Bernoulli 
numbers

• Worlds first computer programmer
• Published description of the Analytical Engine
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Ada Language
1979 Ada programming language

named in her honour

Big in US military contracts (Oracle v1-3)

PL/SQL is based on Ada
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Ellison Marriages
• Married four times

• 1967 to 1974 8 yr Adda Quinn
• 1977 to 1978 1 yr Nancy Wheeler Jenkins
• 1983 to 1986 4 yr Barbara Boothe

– two children David and Megan

• 2003 5 yrs Melanie Craft
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Babbage … Stud or Dud ?
• Failed to create two computers
• Computer history books say …

Held back computers
No technical impact on modern computers
Ideas were reinvented later

• Scott Says …
Intellectual and spiritual ancestor of the 
new computer era
Today … success through Patents!
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End of Funding
• 1834 to 1842

– Government would make no decision on support

• 1842
– Cancelled by Peel Government

• Prime Minister Robert Peel
– didnt like Babbage

• Peel had inherited the problem
• Expensive
• No results so far
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Impressive Impact on other areas
• Maths

• Astronomy

• Trains

• Maritime – lighthouse light timing

• Economics
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Lessons Learnt
• Call it an Engine
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Oracle’s Success
• Larry Ellison visionary, sales, take risks

– the driving force of Oracle

• Bruce Scott
– What made Oracle successful ?
– "Larry's charisma, vision and his determination to make this 

thing work no matter what”

• Bob Miner technical genius
• Good staff
• Competitive
• Aggressive Sales
• Take Risks
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Competition – Everyone Else Must Fail
• Zero in on competition one at a time

focus on their weaknesses
• Change the rules, shift market perception

– Ingres … compete on portability
– v7  two phase commit

• "I wanted to knock out Sybase while they were 
technically behind and vulnerable, even if it 
meant sacrificing profits in the near term”

- Ellison

• RDB – “You wouldn’t buy it if it was free”
– Oracle Advertisement
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Risks
• Early Days – bleeding edge
• Major rewrites of database
• Focus on Internet

– "If the Internet turns out not to be the future of 
computing, we're toast. But if it is, we're 
golden.“ - Ellison

• Stopped development of all non-internet 
software

• Save $1 billion dollars
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Believe in People - Babbage
• Babbage

– believed in Adam Smith Division Of Labour
– Less reliant on people, dependent on quality procedures
– Did not take advantage of Clement’s skills
– Did not staff up until AE

• Oracle
– Larry believed in hiring the best people
– Programmers and Sales
– Larry wanted sales people.  Miner did not.
– Miner thought the better mouse trap would win
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Why did Babbage fail ?
• Could he have succeeded ?
• Tools were capable !

– Technically possible by the average watchmaker
– 1989 - 1991 Difference Engine constructed in 

London from Babbage's original plans and Victorian 
era technology



Scott Hollows 57

Babbage vs Oracle / Larry
• Visionaries
• Babbage was a perfectionist

– Kept changing the design
– Not a finisher

• Time to Market
• Financial Pressure
• Competitive
• Rely on other people
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Long Live Larry
• Ellison Foundation
• $35 to $100 million a year
• Aging research
• Molecular biology

• "No longer young, I am looking for answers“
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One Things To Remember …

“Forget If You Will …”
- Charles Babbage
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