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John Gabriel Byrne founded and led the Departme@oonputer Science, Trinity
College Dublin, during its first 40 years of rapidvelopment, and very substantially
influenced the people who participated in the etrofuof a national industry that
experienced dramatic developments over that time.

John Gabriel Byrne was born in Dublin on 25-Jul-3 83 Doreen nee Lawlor and
Thomas Brendan Byrne and they originally lived uitBrfield Park, Rathfarnham,
Dublin. Throughout his life he maintained closes tigith his extended family, and
co-authored a book about his grandfather [1].

John Byrne attended Belvedere College, where hieemeas classics, and so
engineering was a late choice, perhaps with tHeente of his father, who was an
engineer. He felt his mathematics was not up tstaedard required for the TCD
engineering entrance exam so began study undesr\@Gaham, an inspiration to
many, so beginning a long-term tutelage under Vietguidance and a love and
respect of mathematics. His subsequent careetlisenibelow.

Sadly, Professor John Byrne passed away on 16-8p8-2

The following obituary was published in the IrisimBs, Saturday 28April, 2016.
Our thanks to the Irish Times for permission toutdish this obituary (see Fig.1).

The father of computing in Ireland

Prof John Byrne

Born July 25th1933
Died April 16th, 2016

Prof John Byrne, who has died aged 82, was therfathcomputing in Ireland and
responsible, directly or indirectly, for most oktbxtraordinary success of the Irish
software sector.

In his five decades at Trinity College Dublin, digimost of which he was head of its
computer science department, he established mamgo@rses and fostered leading-




edge research, while lobbying and campaigning tkentlae nascent Irish software
industry a priority for the government and its ages. Without his vision and
determination, it is highly unlikely that Irelancowld now have a software industry
that employs more than 24,000 people and genegagebillion in exports.

John Gabriel Byrne was born in Dublin in 1933, addcated in Belvedere College
before entering Trinity College in 1951. Havingdmated in engineering in 1956, h
then studied in Birmingham and in Imperial Collégsmdon. He started his PhD
under Prof Bill Wright in Trinity College engineag school, finding mathematically
complex solutions for torsional stresses in holtemforced concrete beams.

Social revolution

For two summers he worked with Bernard Carré oretinglish Electric DEUCE
computer at Stafford, programming numerical sohgito these mathematical

equations. It was at English Electric that he fsatv the immense potential for
computer technology to transform industry, commewog education.

Having completed his PhD by 1961, he commenced@asi@r lecturer in Trinity
engineering school and determined to put Irelartiéforefront of this impending
technological and social revolution.

In 1961 there were no more than a handful of coerguh the country and very few
people saw the need for any more. Within the eraging school, Byrne found a
staunch strategic ally in the dean, Bill Wright,aqersuaded TCD to buy an IBM
1620. This was a state-of-the-art machine that2@@d00 decimal digits of memory,
a paper tape reader and punch, and an IBM eldégpawriter. Immediately he set
about providing forward-looking education and tmaghfor people who would work,
or were already working, in the embryonic IT sector

He ensured an engineering ethos permeated congiutkes in Trinity, thereby
sowing the seeds for the computerisation of Iréapdblic and private sectors and
the emergence of today’s innovative software congsa® masters in computer
applications was first offered in October 1963wvé#s taken by most of the leaders ¢
commercial computing in Ireland at the time as \aslby graduates in other
disciplines who went on to make their names in cenwa and research throughout
Ireland and beyond. A computing option in the nmexigineering degree began in
1967 and a revolutionary evening BSc degree in 1973

There followed a succession of innovative coursksrt and long, at levels ranging
from certificate to masters, and with many of thgnmund-breaking for Trinity and
for Ireland.

Feminist
He recruited lecturers from many countries. Adeddng feminist, he was especially
keen to promote the engineering careers of youngemin what was, and sadly sti
is, a very male-dominated profession.

When European research funding became availaltheit980s, Byrne facilitated
young academics to obtain and to use effectivellgstantial research grants. The

f

scale and nature of the research - which was almagsllaboration with major



European corporations - made it challenging taiihin the traditional management
of Irish universities. Byrne used all his charm aiglomacy to advise, support and
where necessary, protect his many eager protéges.

From these projects sprang numerous software caegpanch as lona, Baltimore,
Cape Clear, Generics and right up to more recertiess stories such as Havoc and
Xcelerit. During this period, the IDA would bringery prospective inward investor
to Trinity’s computer science department where Bymith careful understatement
always made a lasting impression on the hi-tecitovss

Neither was his influence confined to Trinity oreevto Dublin. He gave generously
of his time and that of his colleagues to assistgifowth of computing education and
research in the other universities and to the amgeg Institutes of Technology. In
all of these activities Byrne was an exemplary pukérvant. He did not seek to be
financially incentivised in order to devote hisliénd considerable talents to the ggod
of his country.

Personally, Byrne was a shy and exceptionally nmotes who neither sought nor
welcomed public recognition. Under the quiet extewas a man passionate about
many topics. He keenly followed, and shrewdly asetly politics, horse-racing, and
rugby. Over his entire life he gathered an impresand invaluable collection of
early computing books, documents, and instruméatisrtow form the basis for the
“John Gabriel Byrne Computer Science Collectiorégarved in Trinity’s department
of computer science.

For The John Gabriel Byrne Computer Science Collecitease see [2][3].

This was followed on the letters page in The Ifiges, Wednesday 27April, 2016.

Remembering John Byrne

Sir, — In your obituary for Prof John Byrne (“Thegtier of computing in Ireland”,
April 22nd), you rightly referred to his generositygiving of his time “to assist the
growth of computing education and research in therauniversities”.

| recall that in the late 1980s, when Universityl€ge Galway, now NUI Galway,
was in the process of introducing computer scigadbe university, John Byrne was
very supportive in developing our ideas. At thedjrthe university was in receipt of|a
very generous gift from Digital Equipment Corpooati to help establish a formal
academic programme in computing. John Byrne gaaadyfrof his time and advice a
we created what ultimately grew into a very fingailine of information technology
in the university. — Yours, etc,
Dr JAMES J BROWNE,
President,

NUI Galway.
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Other obituaries were published by the Librafyrinity College Dublin[4] see Fig.2,
the Irish Computer Society [5], see Fig.3, andh®y$chool of Computer Science and
Statistics [6]. Reference material relating to Bssbr Byrne is at [7] and in entries in
the Royal Irish Academy’Bictionary of Irish Biography8] and Wikipedia [9].



There have been a number of appreciations of Frofd®yrne, starting with a fine
portrait of Professor Byrne [10], painted just afte had retired, by Atsushi Kaga in
2005, showing him seated at the western end afeéhgal table in the Senior
Common Room in Trinity College Dublin, where heeofisat when visiting the
Common Room.

Professor Barbara Wright had discovered a listledfirack 1-9of a set of recorded
interviews of Professor Byrne, but neither the tmraof these tapes or who recorded
them or why was known. But in 2016 this mystery Waally solved thanks to
Edmund Williams (Professor Byrne’s nephew), Rosgrivéelsh and Chris Horn. The
interviews were part of Maurice & Jane O’Keefe'dl@ction Irish Life and Lorg[11].

In 2017 Chris Horn led a campaign to gather remémnses of Professor Byrne by his
fellow staff members over the years, then publighede in book form [12].

In 2018 Professor Jane Grimson, of this Schooleapdst Vice Provost, gave a fine
oration on Professor Byrne as the Trinity Mondagdourse [13].

Also in 2018, Trevor Peare of the Library of Trin€ollege Dublin recalled the long
personal campaign by Professor Byrne to computdreséibrary's 1872 Printed
Catalogue [14]. His online catalogue has replabeduse of the original printed
volumes while allowing readers to still view thegimal entries.

There have been two media appreciations of Profé&goe, first a student video in
2018 [15], then a radio documentdarye Professor - Professor Byrbg Patricia
Baker in 2019 [16].

Then in 2022 a blue plague in honour of Professon&was unveiled by the Provost
of Trinity College Dublin one of a national serfscommemorative plaques honouring
leaders in Science & Technology [17].

A small selection of very evocative photographshewn in Figs.4-7 below. Many
thanks to Michael, Edmund and Norman Williams, MN@wlan and Daphne Gill for
providing these photographs and allowing them tpuddished.



The homepage for this catalog islatps://www.scss.tcd.ie/SCSSTreasuresCatalog/
Click 'Accession IndeX1st column listed) for related folder, '‘&bout'for further
guidance. Some of the items below may be more pisopart of other categories of
this catalog, but are listed here for convenience.
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paigning to make the nascent
Irish software industry a priori-
ty for the government and its
agencies. Without his vision
and determination, it is highly
unlikely that Ireland would now
have a software industry that
employs more than 24,000 peo-
ple and generates €16 billion in
exports.

ematical equations. It was at
English Electric that he first
saw the immense potential for
computer technology to trans-
form industry, commerce and
education.

Having completed his PhD
by1961, he commenced as ajun-
ior lecturer in Trinity engineer-
ing school and determined to

embryonic 11 Sector.

He ensured an engineering
ethos permeated computer
studies in Trinity, thereby sow-
ing the seeds for the computeri-
sation of Ireland’s public and
private sectors and the emer-
gence of today’s innovative soft-
ware companies. A masters in
computer applications was first

many countries. As a litelong
feminist, he was especially keen
to promote the engineering ca-
reers of young women in what
was, and sadly still is, a very
male-dominated profession.
When European research
funding became available in the
1980s, Byrne facilitated young
academics to obtain and to use

science aepartment wnere By-
rne, with careful understate-
ment, always made a lasting im-
pression on the hi-tech visitors.

Neither was his influence
confined to Trinity or even to
Dublin. He gave generously of
his time and that of his col-
leagues to assist the growth of
computing education and re-

College Dublin

search in the other universities
and to the burgeoning Insti-
tutes of Technology. In all of
these activities Byrne was an ex-
emplary public servant. He did
not seek to be financially incen-
tivised in order to devote his life
and considerable talents to the
good of his country.

m Professor John Byrne ensured an engineering ethos
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Personally, Byrne was a shy
and exceptionally modest man
who neither sought nor wel-
comed public recognition. Un-
der the quiet exterior was a
man passionate about many
topics. He keenly followed, and
shrewdly analysed, politics,
horse-racing, and rugby. Over

permeated computer studies in Trinity

hisentire life he gathered anim-
pressive and invaluable collec-
tion of early computing books,
documents, and instruments
that now form the basis for the
“John Gabriel Byrne Computer
Science Collection” preserved
in Trinity’s department of com-
puter science.

Figure 1: Obituary of Professor John Gabriel Byrmésh Times, Saturday #3April, 2016




Figure 2: Passing of Professor John Byrne, Memoriynthe Library of Trinity College Dublin



Figure 3: Obituary: ICS Distinguished Fellow - Peslsor John Byrne, by Irish Computer Society



Figure 4: Byrne and Williams family, all rows ledt right
Back Row: Ethna Byrne, Doreen Byrne, Niall BylBeendan Byrne, Gerard Williams
Middle Row: May Byrne, Thomas Joseph Byrne, Is@ilams, Arthur Williams
Front Row: Joan Byrne, Norman Williams, John By(Rrof.J.G.Byrne)

Figure 5: Gerald FitzGibbon, Victor Graham, JohnrBg, Bill Wright, Doreen Byrne
and Brendan Byrne when John became a Fellow of inCIbne 1969



Figure 6: John Byrne at work in his office

Figure 7: Professor John Gabriel Byrne,”the imageJohn”



