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A New Book About the
First Business Computer

The LEO Computers Society with its partner, the
Centre for Computer History, Cambridge, has pub-
lished a second edition of its anthology of very per-

sonal memories about the earliest days of business
computing: LEO remembered—by the people who worked
on the world’s first business computers.

J. Lyons and Co, the huge catering company, devel-
oped Lyons Electronic Office (LEO) in the late 1940s; it
ran a business application live for the first time in Novem-
ber 1951. LEO’s amazing story has been retold recently in
an award-winning 25 minute documentary film funded by
the National Lottery Heritage Fund that can be viewed at
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v¼Rzu68nRVwtE.

This new paperback more than doubles the size of the
original 2016 version and includes the testimony of over
85 of LEO’s people, illustrated with contemporary photo-
graphs. It introduces the reader to the excitement and
challenges of working on a massive mainframe computer
at the dawn of the business computer age. It gives vivid
glimpses into the social history of the period—the clothes,
the food, the pay, two royal visits, the often-neglected role
of women in early computing, off-duty activities—even
the London smog.

The computing world of the 1950s and 1960s is por-
trayed as it was—the frustrating task of locating and
mending faults, the joy and triumph when obstacles are
overcome irrespective of one’s actual job, the camarade-
rie built from working together on never-before-tackled
programming problems, the ethos that LEO instilled,
which stayed with its people in their later, often very dis-
tinguished, careers. First-hand accounts take us to the
heart of the day-to-day routine of working with these
early computers, whether as designer, engineer, program-
mer, operator, or sales person. Unlike more formal histo-
ries, the reader sees directly through the eyes of the men
and women who were working on LEO at the time for gov-
ernment departments, U.K. blue-chip companies or over-
seas in Australia, South Africa, and Czechoslovakia.

At the online launch event, the book was welcomed by
Catherine Griffiths from the Association of Information
Technologists, which financially supported the venture.

Professor Frank Land OBE, the Society’s historian and an
early LEO programmer said: “Historians have comparatively
recently realised that to understand the past we have to go
beyond the formal accounts into the living experiences of
those who actually participated in these events. . .. (and)
capture the richness of the recollections, with the daily bat-
tles against the unforeseen, and the ingenuity, far from the
rule book, used to overcome difficulties.”

The editors, Hilary Caminer and Lisa-Jane McGerty,
said that they hoped the book would find readers not only
among the students of IT and the history of computing,
but also more generally with all interested in how we have
arrived at today’s digital age.

To obtain a copy of LEO remembered, priced at £8 plus
postage, please contact either LEOremembered@leo-
computers.org.uk or http://www.computinghistory.org.uk/
det/69347/LEO-Remembered-Book-2nd-edition.

Hilary Caminer
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