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Memories of Japan ... my first visit
Roland J. Saam, IEEE Region 8 Newsletter Editor

For many years I wished to visit Japan. I live in
England and have enjoyed many contacts with
Japanese engineers and business people. Today I am
retired, but for more than twenty years my computer
systems business “Micros for Managers Ltd”, had its
foundation with reliable, low-cost computers made in
Japan. At first they were “pocket computers” made
by Sharp PC-1211, then (1983) the first true “laptop”
Sharp PC-5000, and in 1985 the first “IBM
compatible” laptop Toshiba T'1100.

My years 1981-1997 were dedicated to developing
software applications, selling computer systems, and
managing a business which changed very quickly
during the fresh era of the “personal computer”. Very
little time for travel. Many times I wanted to meet
the designers of these products, because technical
questions could not be answered in Europe.

The language difference was a big Dbarrier.
Instruction manuals and product descriptions were
often incomplete, and sometimes not correct. This
difficulty is typical of many technical products from
all countries. If we could use the innovative features
which were built-in to the design of the early
computers, we needed to learn more.

We found engineers and business customers in many
countries who would share information. In
1981-1987, the informal “network” of personal
contacts quickly became larger - from Germany,
Australia, France, UK, USA, etc. people who used
Sharp pocket computers suddenly formed “users’
groups”, published newsletters, wrote software,
wrote instruction manuals, etc. to supplement their
knowledge. A few people were able to visit Japan, the
Sharp Narita factory, and learn more. But I had to
wait until 2007 to journey here.

-

At Kobe Harbor Town, Powered by superconducting
magneto—hydrodynamic motors (see next page)

My ambition now is to write a history of pocket and
portable computers and to publish it in the [EEE
Annals of the History of Computing. To tell the story
of the design, manufacture, marketing, and
application of portable computer products during the
period 1981-1995.

My historical journey to Japan

With the help of my friend the electrical
measurements historian Eiju Matsumoto, I planned
three objectives for my journey. First, to visit
museums with strong engineering and cultural
presentations. Second, to discover the engineers who
designed the software and hardware in the Sharp
pocket computer products. Third, to renew friendly
relationships with people who I knew from IEEE
history conferences and committees, and Toshiba
Corporation.

In beautiful Spring-time, on 29th March 2007, my
wife and I arrived at Narita airport for three weeks
‘holiday’.
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Museums

There is no substitute for a visit to a real place or to
see a real object. So my impressions about the
culture of Japan were formed by several exceptional
places -

Boso-no-mura is an open-air museum in Chiba
province where you can walk around original
tradesmen’s and farmer’s houses and experience
various activities origami, pottery, weaving.
Sawara-cityis an attractive and friendly town with a
welcome historical atmosphere and beautiful river
walks where the cherry Dblossoms flowered
everywhere.

In Tokyo we visited the National Science Museum
accompanied by Eiicho Ohno, who I knew from IEEE
History committee. After a tour of natural science
exhibits, we walked through the “sakura” cherry
blossoms in Ueno Park and joined Tom Sugawara,
Secretary of IEEE Japan Council for an enjoyable
lunch.

On another day we saw Fdo-Tokyo museum which is
inside an unusual building. The exhibits explain the
economics, politics and culture of the Edo and Meiji
eras. High quality models illustrate living,
transportation, agriculture, crafts of early times.

The 7okyo Electric Power museum (TEPCO) in
Yokohama has displays of transmission line towers,
power cables, water turbines, gas turbine power
generators - whose “skins” are cut away to show the
“Inside”. Visitors are given a logical tour of the
equipment, construction and processes involved with
generating and distributing electric power. I thought
them very instructive to explain electricity. On this
day Yoshinori Haraguchi, General Manager of the
museum, guided us and invited us to lunch with
Hideo Tanaka, the Executive Director of TEPCO
Research Foundation who attended the IET/IEE
History of Electronics conference in London in 2004

A highlight of the first week was to visit Toshiba
Science museum in Kawasaki with a presentation
from Masanori Komiya. It was a great pleasure for
me to meet Mr Fumio Yamashita, who in 1985
accepted me as their customer to import the first
Toshiba laptops into United Kingdom. He is now
President of the Toshiba Information Equipment Co.
I learned that their museum is strongly supported by
top management with substantial programs to
inform the general public and children about
engineering, physics, and information technology.

It was time for several days of tourism, which
included trips to Akihabara electronics district, to
the mountain resort Hakone, and sightseeing in
Kyoto. We walked a lot and visited many shrines.
The happiest memories are of the people who we
“talked” to in the shops and on the street.

We were welcomed at the Sharp Memorial &
Technology Hall in Tenri (nr. Kyoto) by Tetsuo Iwase
who is responsible for Corporate History and public
relations. He was part of the original pocket
computer design team during 1980-90 and he
arranged several meetings with Sharp engineers

Prof Isao Shirakawa and Tetsuo Iwase, Sheila and Roland Saam
at Hyogo University, Kobe

(who now work in mobile telephone development in
Higashi-Hiroshima-city). My second objective was
achieved only with his help.

We moved to Kobe. At Hyogo University, I gave my
talk “IEEE History of Engineering Activities” for the
IEEE Kansai Section. I was introduced by Prof. Isao
Shirakawa, Dean of Graduate School of Informatics
and IEEE Life Fellow.

Kobe is a delightful city with shipbuilding activity, a
busy harbour, and the wonderful Kobe Maritime
Museum (where an unusual 30m. boat powered by
superconducting magneto-electro-dynamic motors is
on display). We found many artistic and historic
attractions; we delighted in a romantic evening ride
to the top of the mountain in the Shin-Kobe Ropeway
and Nunobiki Herb Park.

It was very easy to adapt to Japanese food. This was
an adventure on many days, because we sometimes
relaxed at a bar or café, and when hungry just looked
at what others were enjoying, and then tried the
food.

Our third week started in Hiroshima. Much
sightseeing, walks, and visits. The Peace museum
gave us much to see and think about. The curious
Miyajima island. The city seems to renew itself
constantly with much commercial activity. It was an
interesting contrast to return to Tokyo for the final
four days.

We could not be happier. My project to write about
the history of portable and pocket computers is off to
a good start. We made new friendships and
re-established contact with past friends. Our first
visit introduced us to the culture and history of
Japan and to its electrical engineering heritage.
With sincere appreciation, “Thank You” to our hosts.
All of my objectives were achieved, and my wife and I
hope to visit again.

Roland J. Saam

Retired computer engineer and director of Micros for
Managers Ltd

Volunteer Editor of IEEE Region
http:www.leee.org/reg/8/mews

Chairman of IEEE UK&RI Section Life Members
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+ Eiju Matsumoto: Weston was the Icon of Meters in Japan
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