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The article reproduced in these pages was 
written by the editor of Britain's top computer 
magazine, Data Processing, and was pub
lished in December 1968. 

It follows with commendable insight the 
developments which culminated in the Birth 
of Business Computers Limited in September 
of that year. It also reflects exactly the 
atmosphere persisting in the British computer 
industry into which Business Computers was 
launched. 

The views which the editor expresses in 
his closing paragraphs have since been 
shown to be well founded. The company's 
turnover did indeed top the £1 million mark 
in 1968 and it was upon this record, and a 
history of earlier successes, that on June 2, 
1969, Business Computers Limited made its 
debut as a new public company on the 
London Stock Exchange. 

This event in itself will long be remembered 
as a huge vote of confidence by the British 

public in its own computer industry's Rbility 
to flourish in the face of overseas competition. 
The public share offer was over-subscribed 
more than 40 times-this in a period of 
generally poor trading on the exchange. 

This confidence will be well justified, for 
already since June Business Computers Ltd. 
has expanded home market activities and 
preparations are already well in hand for 
entry into overseas markets-including the 
U.S.A. 

Production has increased accordingly and 
research programmes during 1969 have 
resulted in many new features being added 
to the Sadie and Susie computers. But the 
main development has been the evolution 
of a larger computer configuration, evolved 
from Susie, shown for the first time at the 
October 1969 Business Efficiency Exhibition. 
This new computer retains the simplicity of 
typist control yet has a capacity rivalling that 
of the small to medium sized hardware of 
conventiona l computer manufacturers. 



Business Computers Limited 
T HE significance of 1968 for Business Computers 

limited is that it is the year of the company's 
formation. Moreover, it is the year which marks an 
important phase in an exceptional success story 
concerning two computers singularly named 
"Sadie" and " Susie".· 

The history of Business Computers goes back to 
1963 and concerns two companies- Systemation 
limited and Bismec limited. Systemation was 
form ed in 1962, at Hove, in Sussex, the nucleus of 
the firm being a group of six engineers who 
provided an engineering and design consultancy 
service fo r the electronics industry. The key man, 
and managing director, of Systemation was Bill 
Gannon, an engineer with many years experience 
in design and development work in the ai rcraft 
industry. Gannon 's question ing attitude regarding 
a num ber of projects on which the company was 
engaged in the early 1960's led him to the con
clusion that there was a potential market for. a 
smal l electron ic computing device with the ability 
to operate in sterling. A machine wi th this 
capability- called "Betsie"-was designed and 
manufactured by Systemation in 1962 and was 
successfu ly so ld to a number of betting firms. For 
Systemat ion the introduction of Betsie marked a 
tentative , but significant, entry into the market for 
electronic business machines. Indeed, by 1962 
Gannon found himself involved in design work for 
logic circuits wh ich cou ld be used in a proposed 
new electronic calculating machine. As a result 
of this design programme the company introduced 
in 1963 a new desk-sized electronic accounting 
machine called Sadie-Sterling and decimal 
invoicing electronical ly. 

Sadie was shown for the fi rst time, privately, at 
an exh ibition in !-ondon, in October 1963. Among 
those attending the exhibition was Bill Heselton, 
managing director of Business Mechanisation 
limited (Bismec) a busi ness equipment fi rm whi ch 
was formed in 1936. Heselton, who was known to 
Systemation's commercial director, Lewis Harris, 
had a very special interest in the new machine, 
principally because Sadie incorporated all the 
features which were, in his view, the essenti al 
prerequ isites of a really effective mechanised 
invo icing system. One of the most important 
features of the machine, apart from its ability to 
operate directly in sterli ng, was that it made use 
of a conventional typewriter as the basis of its 
design. The . operator could thus control the 
machine entirely from the typewriter's keyboard . 
OstenSibly, any competent typ ist would have the 
ability to operate Sadie. However, another 
important factor regarding the int roduction of 
Sadie concerned Hese lton. This was that the 
faci li t ies provided by Sadie were similar, but 
superior to those of a machine which Bismec 
themselves had introduced a little earlier. The 
Bismec machine, which was based on an electro
mechanical machine manufactured in Germany, 
made use of an automatic sterling conversi on unit 
which enab led amounts to be entered , calculated 
and printed in sterling. At the time of Sad ie's 
introduction, Bismec had ten orders for this 
machine . 

After seei ng Sadie, Heselton was convinced 
that the machine had considerable potential. 

Gannon was, of course, equally optimisti c about 
Sadie, but was faced with the task of finding a 
su itable organisat ion wh ich would market the 
machine, in Britain. Heselton was immediately 
interested in such a proposition which was, of 
course, of mutual benefit to the two companies 
invo lved. In February 1963, marketing of Sadie was 
placed in the hands of Bismec which ordered an 
init ial batch of 20 mach ines from Systemation . 
An d without further consideration Heselton 
decided that development and production work on 
their own machine should be terminated although 
the project had , up to that time, incurred costs of 
over £6,000. 

When it was first announced that Bismec was to 
market the machine, the reaction from some com
petative quarters was that Bismec had neither the 
required expertise for selling , nor a true apprecia
tion of the magnitude of the marketing operation 
wh ich would be necessary for handling such a 
machine. In short, the feeling from many riva l 
organ isations was that Bismec wou ld fail to make 
any sign ificant impact on the market. Events 
proved them wrong. Bismec sold 85 mach ines in 
the first year and in the first 18 months established 
nine branch offices to cope with the increasing 
orders for Sadie. How did Bismec not on ly prove 
its critics wrong but also acqu ire a much larger 
share of the market than was expected? 

Accord ing to Heselton, three main factors 
helped the company in its achievements. First, 
when the marketing agreement between Bismec 
and Systemation was concluded, Heselton 
immed iate ly introduced a campaign to attract 
salesmen and systems advisers who already had 
experience in marketing machines of thi s type . 
Bismec managed to bu ild up such a team, 
Heselton 's view at that t ime being that " if they 
should fail, they would fail with the best." The 
second fac tor was that, from the start, Systemation 
provided good support for the sales force by 
ensuring that del iveries for the machines were met. 
Finall y, it is clear that the who le marketing 
st rategy connected with Sadie could not have 
succeeded had not the mach ine itse lf embodied 
features which constituted something of a break
through in the design of desk-sized elect ronic 
accounting machines. 

Some idea of the main featu res of Sadie, and its 
related system, Susie (Stock updating sales 
invoicing electron ica lly), which was subsequently 
introduced in 1965 by Systemation, can be 
gathered by tracing the development of these 
machines. As already mentioned, one of the 
important features of Sadie (and of Susie) is the 
use of a typewriter for entering descriptive informa
tion, working data, and control fun ct ions. Thus the 
operator is concerned merely with entering infor
mation, working data, and control functions. Thus 
the operator is concerned merely with enteri ng 
information via a standard typewriter keyboard 
and pressi ng certai n designated keys to in itiate 
control funct ions. On the origina l Sadie the 
typewri te r was an IBM Model B wh ich could (and 
still can) be fitted with a 12-, 16-, 20-, 24- or 3D-inch 
carriage. On subsequen t models an IBM 735 
electric typewriter was adopted as the standard 
input/output unit for both Sadie and Susie. 
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The calculating and main storage facilities on the 
first models of Sadie and Susie were composed of 
solid state circu its. Technically, both machines 
were basica lly similar but for the fact that Susie 
incorporated a special magnetic drum store which 
provided storage for large groups of information 
such as stock balances or statistical data. With 
rega rd to prog rams, each machine util ised a set 
of permanently stored instructions relating to the 
standard operation of the machine. Variable 
instructions could , however, be entered via the 
keyboard. 

In 1965 it became apparent to Systemation and 
Bismec that it would enhance the capabil ities of 
both machines if they could be equipped with 
peripheral input/output units. Models of Sadie and 
Susie which cou ld operate in conjunction with a 
paper tape reader and pu nch, each of which could 
also handle edge-punched cards, were int roduced 
in 1965. At the beginning of 1967, a Susie equipped 
with paper tape input faci lities was accepted as 
a computer in accordance with the Ministry of 
Technology's standards, thus quali fying for the 
Government's computer investment grant, as did 
Sadie later in 1967. 

In 1967 Bismec claimed that it had captu red the 
largest share of the British market fo r desk-sized 
electronic accounting machines, and this in the 
fa cs of competition from machines being marketed 
by companies such as Remington Rand and 
Friden. This , of course, led to a still c loser relat ion
ship between Systemation and Bismec. Gannon 
and Heselton were soon convinced that the on ly 
way to tack le the expandi ng market was for them 
to get together and form a single organ isation. 
Thus Business Computers was formed on 
September 4, 1968, with Gannon and Heselton as 
joint managing directors. 

Even before the formation of the new company, 
Systemat ion had, not su rp rising ly, been working 
on technical and design projects connected with 
Susie. New models of both machines were shown 
for the first t ime at the 1968 Business Efficiency 
Exhibition . The design of the new models is based 
on silicon micro-logic integrated circu its. Each 
machine has a basic delay line store comprising 
eight 16-digit locations. And Sadie can be 
equipped with additional storage comprising up to 
100 B-digit locations, if requ ired. In add ition to its 
main storage, a Susie also incorporates a magnetic 
drum store (modu lar in design) with a capacity 
of up to two mill ion bits. An important feature of 
Susie is that alphabet ic information can be 
recorded in the magnetic drum store. Moreover, 
such information can be modified by the operator 
who enters new data via the typewriter keyboard. 

A new feature of Susie is that up to 3,000 
program instructions can be fed into the mach ine 
from the keyboard, from paper tape, or from edge
punched cards. Another important feature of both 
machines is that information can be processed in 
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Branches: 

variable length formats. Variable length fields of 
up to 64 digits (and up to 48 alphanumeri c 
characters in the case of Sadie) can be handled . 
Direct d ivision is now a standard feature on both 
machines. 

A notable technical innovation on the new 
models is a standard interface which enables 
peripheral uni ts to be " plugged in", or removed, as 
requi red. The calculating unit of the machine is 
connected directly to the interface whi ch provides 
a direct link to the input/output typewriter and 
peri phera l units. Both Susie and Sadie can be 
equipped with a paper tape reader and punch 
(which also handle edge-punched cards) and a 
separate edge-punched card reader. Information 
can be read by the paper tape reader and the edge
punched card reader at speeds up to 200 
characters per second. Data are recorded in 
paper tape or edge-punched card at rates up to 
40 characters per second . The input/output type
writer on a Susie or a Sadie may be either an IBM 
735 whi ch operates at a speed of 15.5 characters 
per second , or a Hermes KP1 1 whi ch prints infor
mation at the rate of 12 alphabetic or 18 numeric 
characters per second . The cost of Sadie is 
between £2,395 and £7,250 depending on its con
figuration, while the cost of a Susie ranges from 
£6,500 to £18,000 according to configuration . 
However, Susie and Sadie can be acquired on a 
rental basis. 

The predicted growth of Business Computers 
over the next year is 25 per cent. The company's 
turnover for 1967 was over £600,000, but the 
company declined to say what its nett profi t was 
for the corresponding period, except that it 
amounted to six figures. About 85 per cent of its 
turnover relates to sa les fo r Susie and Sadie. 

Many large and small organisations in Britain 
are Susie and Sadie users, including B.O.A.C., 
Schweppes, Clydesdale Bank, Fisons, Cementa
tion, British Alumi nium, B. l.C.C. , and Wrights 
Biscuits. Turnover in Britain , for the company's 
first year is expected to be over £1 million. This 
pred icted turnover, if related to fig ures compiled 
by the Ministry of Technology, represents about 
50 per cent of the market for electronic accounting 
machines and desk-sized computers. 

Business Computers has achieved its success 
qu ite independently without any financia l help from 
outs ide sources. It intends, at least for the time 
being, to continue to finance its expansion and 
new projects from its own profits. Currently, 
Business Computers' production facil it ies are 
located at Hove, Sussex, wh ile branch sales offices 
are situated in Birmingham, Bristol, Dublin , 
Glasgow, Hove, Leeds, Manchester, Newcastle 
and Southampton. However, another eight 
branches are to be estab lished in the near future. 
Business Computers also intends to establish 
overseas operations, by setting up marketing 
organisations in Europe and the United States . 

the bi g name in small computers 

Telephone 01-5808361 

Birmingham Tel. 021 CEN 4831 Bristol Tel. 0272293165 Croydon Tel. 01-668 5155 Dublin Tel Dublin 58442 Glasgow Tel. 
041 CEN 3197 Ilford Tel. 01-4788031 Leeds Te l. 0532 39776 Liverpool Tel. 051 2367892 London (City) Tel. 01-628 6955 
Luton Tel. 0582 30685 Manchester Tel. 061 832 6212 Newcastle Tel. 0632 70735 Southampton Tel . 0703 29168 











Timeline 
1939 Low's Calculators Ltd incorporated at 180 Tottenham Court Road. 
1961 Systemation Ltd incorporated with Bill Gannon as MD. 
1962 Low's Calculators Ltd becomes Business Mechanisation Ltd with Bill Heselton as MD. 

Systemation's BETSIE launched. 
1963 Systemation's SADIE launched at Business Efficiency Exhibition, Olympia 
1964 Business Mechanisation Ltd becomes Bismec Ltd and later Bismec Group Ltd. 

Joint production and marketing deal between Systemation Ltd and Bismec Ltd. 
1969 Systemation and Business Mechanisation Ltd together incorporate Business Computers Ltd. 

Business Computers Ltd in Public Share offering of 700,000 ordinary 2/- shares at 21/- each (oversubscribed by 40%). 
1970 SUSIE launched. 
1972 Molecular 18 Mark One launched. 
1974 Business Computers Ltd in receivership and is purchased from the receiver by Computer World Trade Ltd. 
1976 Ex-Singer management buy Business Computers (Systems) Ltd and Mike Munnelly takes over as MD. 
1977 Allied Business Systems Ltd take over production of Molecular-18 and BC(S)L launched the Mark IV. 
1981 Business Computers (Systems) Ltd become Business Computers (Systems) Plc with a public launch. 
1984 Business Computers (Systems) Plc suffer a bad year. 
1986 Electronic Data Processing Plc buy Business Computers (Systems) Plc. 
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