
Steve “Woz” Wozniak is
one of the early wizards
of computing. When

the ‘desktop computer’ was
not yet conceived, when even
the earlier ‘personal computer’
had yet to acquire the name,
Woz was already tinkering
with microprocessors. The
son of a Lockheed aerospace
engineer, Woz was an elec-
tronics prodigy. He got his
ham radio license before he
was twelve and designed cir-
cuits for a childhood hobby.
At an early age he built a
handheld jammer that would
disrupt the picture tube of a

nearby television at the touch of a button. He convinced friends that
they could improve reception by holding their arms and legs out in
complex and awkward positions, with hilarious results. He also built a
fake bomb complete with a loudly ticking timepiece and took it to
school. That got him a night in juvenile hall. If you did it today, you
would stay there for a while or longer, but it was a different time, and
Woz was a quick learner. Most of Woz’s playmates were also the
children of engineers, and playtime was as likely to be comprised of
building electronic devices as any other activity.

Then it was 1975. Woz was twenty-five. He dropped out of college and
got a job at HP designing pocket calculators. He bought a keyboard for
$60, thinking he might use it to program an oscilloscope with the image
of a cartoon character and maybe send the output to a television display.

Then MOS Technologies of Norristown, Pennsylvania introduced
their 6502 microprocessor. It was an eight-bit processor with an instruc-
tion set of 140 instructions. It sold for $25—about 15% of the cost of the
next nearest competitor from Motorola. Furthermore, the 6502 ran at a
smoking one megahertz—four times as fast as the Motorola 6800 chip.

Woz bought one and mounted it on a circuit board with 8k of memory
and some other components, spent a month creating a ROM containing
his own Integer BASIC, and then he and his friend Steve Jobs took the
board to the Homebrew Computer Club meeting, intending to sell kits
so other members could make their own computers. This was the Apple
I computer. The members of the club were impressed. They wanted one
of the simple computers, but they didn’t want to build it themselves.

Club members asked the Steves to build the boards, and so they did—
in Jobs’ parents’ garage. The buyer was responsible for providing
niceties like a case. Two hundred of the Apple I circuit boards were
sold. When the Apple II came out, though, buyers of the Apple I were
offered a swap. Only a few Apple Is survived. The only known Apple
I that still works went for $14,000 at auction held in 2000.

The proceeds from sales of the Apple Is became seed money for the
new company. Apple Computer, Inc. was formed on April 1, 1976.
Shortly afterward, new partners provided for the hiring of thousands of
employees and the manufacture of thousands of Apple IIs (also
designed by Wozniak), and Jobs and Wozniak dove down the rabbit
hole into commercial and technical stardom.

It is notable that Apple Computer began doing business on April 1.
It is in keeping with the thought processes of Steve Wozniak that this
would be the date. The same was true for the cost of the Apple I. They
sold them for $666.66 each. Steve Wozniak likes repeating digits.

He is also a veteran prankster. In his pre-Apple days, Woz kept
company with a band of self-proclaimed radicals and minor outlaws
called ‘phone phreakers.’ He still has the same friends, but people grow
and learn. Times, lifestyles and priorities have changed. Back then,
computer club members used technology and cleverness to outwit tele-
phone billing equipment. Because he could do so anonymously and for
free, Woz once took it upon himself to initiate a call from a phone
booth in California to the pope. He impersonated Henry Kissinger rea-
sonably enough that he very nearly got the pope on the phone before a
Vatican adviser got suspicious.

In 1977, Apple began to sell the Apple II. They sold $2.5 million
worth. Three years later when the firm went public, Apple had sales of
$117 million. The new stock offering was well received, and Apple’s for-
tunes continued to rise. As one of the founders of the firm, Woz received
nearly $100 million. It was a good thing, too, because his medical costs
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must have been very substantial. Woz suffered a serious plane crash in
1981, sustaining broken teeth, injuries to his face, and severe short-term
memory loss. Woz could remember his childhood and events before the
crash, but he had trouble remembering where he was at the moment.
After a swift recovery from his physical injuries, Woz returned briefly to
Apple, but the memory problems plagued him. When his mind cleared
five weeks after the crash, Woz was no longer going into the office. At
that point, Wozniak blew it off. Completely recovered from his injuries
and removed from the daily intrigue of the rabbit hole, he decided to
return to Berkeley and complete his engineering degree instead.

Then Steve Jobs, on his own now, successfully hired John Scully
away from Pepsi to be CEO of Apple. Scully was hired to make Apple
‘grow up.’ That he did. Jobs was soon disenfranchised by the board of
directors and then fired by the ‘grown up’ Scully. This demoralized the
Apple II startup team dramatically, and Woz was very unhappy. Many
other employees were fired during the regime change, too. Jobs grew
up, but Woz has unapologetically maintained an arm length’s distance
from Apple ever since. He never wanted to be a boss.

Wozniak went on to fund and produce two very well attended, finan-
cially disastrous music events (US Festivals) in San Bernardino, CA, and
one joint US/USSR music concert in Moscow. Unswayed by his financial
losses, Woz regards all three events as exciting learning experiences and
as successes. While still technically an employee, he consults for Apple
on a very casual and occasional basis. Even in the case of the revolution-
ary OS X, Wozniak was a late adopter. But in 1985 he and Steve Jobs
together received the National Technology Medal, the highest award
bestowed on American innovators for civilian technical accomplishment.

Woz is in his fifties now. He has a son in college, participates in local
philanthropic events, and holds computer classes in his garage for
teenagers interested in the Macintosh. He is first and foremost a human-
itarian, and next an educator and role model. He still believes that
HyperCard was the best computer program ever written. He is not alone.

He remains a merry prankster. One of Woz’s most often retold stunts
involves the students in a junior high school where he was a guest. He
began his day with the students by telling them they would all receive free
Macs. Then he taught all morning while a cluster of Macintosh boxes sat
in the empty classroom next door. Finally he told the students that as they
finished taking the quiz he gave them, they could go next door to get their
free Mac. They got free Macs, all right. Big Macs hamburgers. One can
only assume the students felt the morning was well spent anyway.

John Shepler, writing on johnshepler.com, tells of Woz pulling out a
sheet of perforated $2 bills while a cashier waits for him to pay. He
watches the reaction of the cashier out of the corner of his eye. As he
rips off a row of the greenbacks to pay his bill, he remarks, “I bought
these from a guy wearing a blue muumuu for $1.35 each. I don’t know
how he does it, but I’m sure they’re legal.”

Woz sightings can be glimpsed at the Web site of his firm, ‘Wheels
of Zeus,’ at www.woz.org  

NaSPA member Jim Rue writes about computers and conducts training and field
service in Orange County, CA. He can be reached at JimRue@CalTrainer.com
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