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SOHP INTERVIEW WITH DOUGLAS ENGELBART
INTERVIEW 1, DECEMBER 19, 1986

Lowood:

Let's start with where you were born, and who your parents
were.

Engelbart:

I was b o m in Portland, Oregon.

My father was Carl Lewis

Engelbart, and mother is Gladys Charlotte Amelia Munson
Engelbart.

They moved to Portland after they were married, and

my older sister, who's three years older, was born in
Bremerton, Washington.

That's where they met and were married.

Adams:

What's your older sister's name?

Engelbart:

Dorianne Vadnais (Vadney), and they live in Portland,
Oregon, still.
My mother grew up on a homestead near Redmond, Oregon, and
my father grew up in Spokane, Washington.

Adams:

You have a brother?

Engelbart:

My brother David is fourteen months younger; he now lives
in Sacramento.

Adams:

What are they doing?

You said in our first talk that

they didn't go in the direction that you went, by which I
presume you meant scientific or intellectual endeavors.
What are their professions?
Engelbart:

My sister was quite artistic, and she married a man who
was in architecture school at the University of Oregon.
she and he have had a small architect's office.
lot of drafting.

Lowood:

So

She does a

They have two daughters.

What work did your father do, and what your mother?
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What was the home like?
Engelbart:

My mother is really really quite sensitive, and was
artistic, although she never had any formal training.

She

had to quit at the end of high school, but she can still
quote some of the poetry she learned.

She took German, for

instance, and she can still say some of the German.
anyway, it stuck and she liked that.

So

So she comes from

Scandinavian--Norwegian and Swedish--background.

I think

her mother came over from Sweden when she was in her early
teens.

Her father was born in Wisconsin, and his parents

came from Norway.

The Norwegian thing goes back to my

father's mother, who was a first cousin to a very famous
Norwegian poet laureate, Nobel prize winner, pretty much a
world figure, with all the letter-writing and causes he
worked on.
museum.

We visited Norway, and his home is now a

His family is treated with great respect.

His name

is Bjornst Ernie Bjornson (???)
Lowood:

And your father, . . ?

Engelbart:

All I know is that his mother was born in Seattle, last
name Ernst.

A German family.

His father was born in

Minnesota, and his parents emigrated to the U.S.

A large

family of Engelbarts; we've known a few of them.

I met one

of my father's aunts once.

We only have track of just a

very few of that family.
So my father was born in Spokane, and his father was
sort of a superintendent operator for a hydrodam.

They

moved from one dam to another, and they lived near the
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dams.

We'd go visit grandfather, and it was very much fun.

We could go down underneath, and see all the big rotating
turbines and things.
Then my father somehow drifted into being an electrical
engineer.

He went to college at Washington State.

I guess

in World War One, he moved to Bremerton to work in the
shipyards.

That's where he and my mother met.

After the

war, for some reason he tried being a salesman for a while,
but he was no more cut out to be a salesman than I am.

Then

he ended up getting interested in radio in the late
twenties, and started a radio shop in Portland.

That's what

he was doing up until he died, selling and repairing radios,
which was black magic in those days.
I was born in 1925.
Lowood:

Did your father and his radio store have any influence
on you, one way or the other?

Engelbart:

If any, probably negatively.

When you're little, it

has a mystique; it is intimidating.

The thing that really

got me into the electronics field was when I was in high
school, after World War II started.

I'd hear these rumors

among the kids about this thing called radar, and that the
navy had this program where they would train you by having
you study

, and you'd go behind closed fences and

they'd take the books out of vaults and teach you and then
search you when you left, and put the books back in the
vaults.

It all sounded so dramatic.

stuff, radar was, it intrigued me.

Whatever the secret
So I started saying,

4

"Well, I think 1*11 sort of prepare, so that when I go into
the service, maybe that's what I can do."

And that's what I

ended up doing.
Lowood:

But you had no background, say, with the ham radio
clubs, or building a radio?

Adams:

Building a crystal set?

Engelbart:

No.

I might have tried one or two, but they never

worked, (laughter)
Adams:

Was it the mystique of it that you think attracted
you?

Or some budding interested in the technology?

When

you talk of it, it sounds more like mystery attracted you
than the fact that you could communicate, or delve into the
the deep with it.
Engelbart:

I didn't have any clarity on what I'd like to do,
because my father, during the Depression, had to work very
hard, and what I remember is his coming home and eating
dinner and going back to finish repairing radios.
grind.

Just the

I don't have much of a model of his talking with

other technical people, and hearing that sound fascinating,
because none of our family friends was of a technical
background.
die.

I was nine, when he died--that's too young to

You know, at least in those days, they just didn't

have all the kits.

During the Depression, I don't know who

would have had them, anyway.
Adams:

Did you have teachers, or other adults, male or female,
who would have provided some sort of role model for you at
that time, after your father's death?

