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Abstract. Museum Victoria has a significant collection of objects that could be 
described as ‘computing curiosities’. Undoubtedly, its most important exhibit is 
CSIRAC (formerly CSIR Mk1), which was the world’s fourth electronic digital 
computer and the only remaining intact first generation computer in the world. 
The collection of computers and related items, including calculators, range in 
date from before CSIRAC (1949) to the iPad. This article examines some of 
these items, what they did and how they were used at the time. 
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1 If You Go Down ... 

... to the lower ground floor of Melbourne Museum1, you’re sure of a room sized 
surprise: there displayed is the only intact first generation electronic stored program 
computer left on the planet. Named CSIRAC2, it was the fourth ever made and the 
first computer in Australia3. 

While you watch the video presentation beside the display, people pass by, some 
even stop. A parent might point out to their child: “That’s the first computer in 
Australia – it’s as big as a room”. The child might ask “Is that the screen?” or “What 
was it used for?” The parent will mumble something or quickly read a label before 
chasing after the kids on the way to the dinosaurs or the cafeteria. 

Later, a lone male spends a lot of time at the display. Then his partner appears and 
the mono-nostalgia-logue begins: “You remember how I stuck with DOS right up until 
Windows 3.0 came out in ‘90. I was sold and then 3.1 came out in, I think, 92, wow! It 
was miles better. You know ... looking at this thing ... those punch cards4 … St Kilda 
                                                           
1 Melbourne Museum (http://museumvictoria.com.au/melbournemuseum/) is located in Carlton 

Gardens, Melbourne, Victoria. 
2 CSIRAC stands for Commonwealth Scientific (and) Industrial Research (organisation) 

Automatic Computer. 
3 CSIRAC operated from 1949 to 1964. 
4 CSIRAC used paper tape for most of its life; punch cards were only used in the beginning. 

The reference to cards reflects the fact that many more people remember punch cards. 
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Road ... the building’s gone now I think ... near the Barracks. . . and dropping them ... 
you had to go back to the end of the queue …” 

Museum Victoria has a historical collection of computers and related items dating 
from before CSIRAC to the iPad. This article will present a very few of those objects. 
Hopefully, you will experience an emotion somewhere in between the range 
bookended by the two situations described above. 

2 A Treasure Chest for Posterity 

The Museum’s database contains over 4,400 computer related records, covering items 
such as hardware, a variety of media holding software and data, manuals, program 
listing, reference material, diagrams – block, logical, schematic, timing and 
mechanical, sales brochures, promotional material, correspondence, office records 
such as tenders and acquisitions, oral and written histories, and correspondence.  

Other historical technological collections include telegraphy, telephony, radio, 
television, electronics, calculating technology, playback and recording, and printing 
including typewriting, writing, copying and duplication. 

All these collections have been built up over many years by many dedicated 
people, mainly curators pursuing specific interests realated to exhibitions and 
displays. Over the most recent period, collection policies have been developed to 
direct collection management, acquisition of new items and deaccessioning items that 
are duplicated, damaged irreparably, or have no significance or provenance. A 
significant aspect of these policies is the insistence on both acquiring items and 
recording the context and stories that give life to the items. 

As a result, Museum staff have been able to be more proactive in developing and 
managing the collections, rather than responding to offers of items or acquiring items 
without a clearly articulated context. An essential element in this change in the mode 
of operation is the use of collection databases, which allow data and relationships to 
be recorded to great depth; something that it was almost impossible to do with the old 
card index.  

The policies encourage the active participation of the community; close 
partnerships have been established with experts and organisations outside the 
Museum, as well as volunteers. This is especially true for the computer collection; the 
Museum has worked closely with the University of Melbourne’s CSIRAC History 
Team, which includes former CSIRAC staff and users. Again, working with the 
Internet Macintosh User Group, the Museum has collected over 200 items that 
embody the story of Apple Computer Inc. 

In both these and other cases, the Museum is able to tell stories that reveal the 
personal and social as well as the professional and technical aspects of the items 
collected. In one sense the computer collection has come full circle since it is the use 
of computer databases that have placed the collection within its full context. 

2.1 Collections On-Line 

At the moment of writing, very little of the collection is on display, but there is an on-
going project to put much online (http://museumvictoria.com.au /collections/). 
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3 Do You Remember the War? 

In the early days of electronic computing, there was rivalry between digital and 
analogue computing. There was no certainty as to which type of electronic computer 
would be dominant or that one type would dominate the other.  

Analogue computers were easier to program and were faster in solving certain 
classes of problems. This type of computer uses physical quantities as an analogue of 
mathematical quantities. The Phillips Analogue Computer, for example, used water to 
model financial liquidity (literally!).  

Advances in electronics were not biased towards one form of computing or the other. 
Electronics made digital electronic computers practicable, while enabling analogue 
computers to use electrical voltage to represent and manipulate mathematical values.  

Analogue computers provided a particularly easy way of performing integration 
and thus they were readily used for solving differential equations arising from 
dynamic systems in areas such as circuit design, chemical reactions kinetics, chemical 
plant simulation and structural analysis, automotive, aircraft or spacecraft design, and 
electrical power grid modelling. (Museum Victoria 2011c). Analogue computers also 
provided a more direct hands-on approach to investigating system variables and more 
direct continuous graphical output of results. 

However, with later advances in the ability to store and manipulate information in 
digital form, digital computers won the contest. 

3.1 The Last of the First: CSIRAC, 1949-19645 

The CSIR Mk1 (later CSIRAC) was built by Trevor Pearcey and Maston Beard and 
became operational in 1949. It was Australia’s first stored-program computer, and the 
world’s fourth, being used at the CSIRO (Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial 
Research Organisation) Division of Radiophysics in the University of Sydney and, 
from 1955 at the University of Melbourne until 1964 (Pearcey 1988). In 1951, 
CSIRAC was the first computer ever to play music6. 

At Melbourne, CSIRAC provided a computing service for science and industry, 
operating for approximately 30,000 hours and tackling around 700 projects. These 
included calculations for weather forecasting, forestry, loan repayments, building 
design, psychological research and electricity supply. 

CSIRAC used mercury delay line storage with a total capacity of 1024 words and 
an access time of 10 milliseconds. Programs were stored and loaded on paper tape and 
the operator, who was often the programmer, commanded a bank of switches, which 
had to be manipulated during program execution.  
After being decommissioned, CSIRAC was immediately donated to Museum 
Victoria. It was already recognised as an icon as it had been in service since 1949. 
(McCann and Thorne 2000). 

                                                           
5 ‘The last of the first’ is the title of a very comprehensive book about CSIRAC, compiled by 

Peter Thorne and Doug McCann, published by the University of Melbourne. 
6
 The project to resurrect he music of CSIRAC is fully detailed in the book by Paul Doornbusch 
entitled ‘The Music of CSIRAC’ (Doornbusch 2005). 
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Fig. 1. CSIRAC and Trevor Pearcey 
Photo courtesy of Museum Victoria 

 
Fig. 2. Cartoon of CSIRAC and Trevor Pearcey, 1992 (ACS Victorian Bulletin) 

Picture courtesy of Museum Victoria 
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The Analyser had some advantages over digital devices; it used a step-by-step 
process in which designers could develop an overall understanding of the system 
being modelled. With an electronic computer, the whole network was produced in one 
stage and the designers then had to unravel it. The Analyser played a vital role in the 
power grid, which was the actual basis of everyday life in Victoria and Australia 
since. Water and sewerage grids were also established using non-digital technology. 

An announcement in the Melbourne Argue newspaper at the time (The Argus 
1950) spoke of the Network Analyser as an ‘electric brain’ costing £40,000: 

”An ‘electric brain’, the only one of its kind in the British Empire, will 
arrive in Australia in four months for the State Electricity Commission. 
It can solve in a few days electrical problems associated with 
complicated power systems which would take two skilled electrical 
engineers a year to work out. Technicians simply feed in the data and 
the machine supplies the answers.” 

 

 

Fig. 6. Network Analyser – Westinghouse Electric Corporation 
Photo courtesy of Museum Victoria 

3.4 Comparing Potentials – The Melbourne University Dual Package Analogue 
Computer (MUDPAC), 1961 – 1986 

This analogue computer was principally used for the solution of engineering 
problems, for designing control systems and modelling large scale dynamic systems, 
by the Electrical Engineering Department at Melbourne University; it cost $70,000 
(University of Melbourne 2004).  

It consisted of two consoles with patch-boards and used vacuum tubes. It was in 
fact two computers, which could be used separately or together. When the two 
consoles were wired together, they provided more processing power. Output was 
mainly on strip-charts and sometimes on oscilloscopes. Users of the analogue  
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The participating schools included the Victorian College of the Arts Secondary 
School, which donated this iPad to Museum Victoria in 2012. The programme, 
utilising the iPad for learning in schools, was still in operation at the time this item 
was donated to the Museum. 

One of the children, who participated in that project, will one day see that iPad, and 
their grandchild will exclaim: “ . . A what? . . . And you . . . actually touched it ... with 
your finger!?” 
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