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Speaker 1: Major funding for BackStory is provided by an anonymous donor, the National 
Endowment for the Humanities, and the Joseph and Robert Cornell Memorial 
Foundation.

Speaker 2: From Virginia Humanities, this is BackStory.

Brian Balogh: Welcome to backstory, the show that explains the history behind today's 
headlines. I'm Brian Balogh. If you're new to the podcast, my colleagues Ed 
Ayers, Joanne Freeman, Nathan Connolly, and myself are all historians. And 
each week we explore the history of one topic that's been in the news.

Brian Balogh: This week, we're bringing you a show that's a little different. We're going to play 
an interview about a slice of Northern California that's birthed one of the most 
influential industries in history. I'm talking about Silicon Valley and big tech. It's 
no secret that technology engulfs our daily lives. Think about this. I'll bet it 
sounds familiar.

Brian Balogh: You wake up, check your email on a laptop, download your favorite podcast on 
your iPhone. Then listen to the episode while you scroll through social media. 
This is all possible because of Silicon Valley. But has the valley grown too big, 
and do some of its tech titans wield too much control? Last month, Congress 
announced it's taking a closer look at some of the larger companies. The House 
Judiciary Committee launched an investigation to see whether the tech world's 
big four, that's Amazon, Apple, Facebook, and Google, are violating antitrust 
laws and stifling competition.

Margaret O'Mara: If you look at the antitrust law and you look at what the FTC is empowered to 
do, there is a real possibility that there could be some significant changes afoot 
in Silicon Valley.

Brian Balogh: That's Margaret O'Mara. She's a professor of history at the University of 
Washington. For years, she's researched Silicon Valley and unearthed its layered 
past in her new book called The Code: Silicon Valley and the Remaking of 
America. Margaret says when it comes to regulating big tech, the old rules don't 
always apply.

Margaret O'Mara: If we have these antitrust laws on the books, why aren't we enforcing them? 
That is tricky though because we have the Sherman Act, it's not 1890 anymore. 
And industry is very different and tech is very different. And this question, the 
basic things that the Federal Trade Commission set up in the era of Woodrow 
Wilson was designed to do, was to protect consumers as was defined in the 19 
teens. The idea of consumer protection. How do you define that when Amazon 
can deliver something more quickly and cheaply than nearly any other retailer? 
Is the consumer harmed? Well, maybe yes. I don't know. You need to think 
about different definitions. So that's what lawmakers and regulators working 
with the tech industry and technologists are going to need to figure out
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Brian Balogh: As Capitol Hill grapples with the future of the big four, I wanted to understand 
how we got to where we are today with technology. Margaret and I discuss 
what we're calling the three P's of the valley. Politics, people, and place. She 
says the federal government has always played a role in the tech industry, but 
the story of Silicon Valley isn't solely about boosts from big government. Nor is 
it just about the fruits of a free market. Instead, the valley's rise has been fueled 
by both.

Margaret O'Mara: Silicon Valley mythos is one of entrepreneurial cowboys riding the free market 
into the sunset. Silicon Valley entrepreneurs often like to think of government 
as best out of the way rather than something that has something to do with 
their success. And that isn't really this real story.

Margaret O'Mara: But then again, the real story also isn't one of big government, isn't of 
government programs. It's of government and private industry working 
together. And this crazy symbiotic, sometimes accidental, sometimes 
inadvertent. But this partnership that has existed for 75 years that has made a 
little valley in northern California that was most famous for growing prunes into 
the capital of the high tech world.

Brian Balogh: Tell us about some of the ways that our listeners might not be aware of that the 
federal government acted as a venture capitalist.

Margaret O'Mara: Yeah. So let's go back to the middle of the 1950s. And if you're a company that's 
like Hewlett-Packard, your most important customer is the federal government. 
Because what else is happening in the 1950s? It's the early days of the Cold War. 
It's this huge push, this unprecedented push that the US government is making 
into funding scientific research and development, in funding high technology. 
It's the nuclear age. It's about building more sophisticated weapons, but it also 
is about building more sophisticated computers and computational devices that 
the military can use to fight the Cold War. That's how the government acts as 
what I call it, a very forward thinking seed capital fund. It is creating this 
foundation for these companies, some of them new and quite young, to know 
that they're going to have a place to sell their products.

Margaret O'Mara: So a great example of this is a company called Fairchild Semiconductor, which 
was founded in 1957 by a group of eight engineers who had been recruited out 
by Nobel Prize winner William Shockley, to Palo Alto to work for his 
semiconductor firm. Shockley proved to be a terrible boss. They hated working 
for him, and they very swiftly decamped and started a company of their own.

Margaret O'Mara: Fairchild is a legendary company in the valley. It is the first, the grandfather of 
all venture backed startups. It is the model for so many other companies to 
come. But lucky break that Fairchild had was that it incorporated mere weeks 
before the Soviet shot the Sputnik satellite into space. And when Sputnik went 
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up, shock waves went through Washington. This spurred a new push to race to 
space.

Margaret O'Mara: So the space program and NASA becomes a really critical early customer for 
Fairchild Semiconductor because Fairchild Semiconductor develops the 
integrated circuit, this very important device that puts more and more 
computing power on one chip. This is a very expensive, sophisticated piece of 
technology that no commercial customer would have had the deep pockets for 
to buy at the turn of the 1960s, but NASA did.

Margaret O'Mara: So NASA put in a big order for a bunch of Fairchild's integrated circuits for the 
Apollo space program. And then off to the races, or the space races as you 
might put it.

Brian Balogh: Margaret, why don't we know that story? Why is that not part of our American 
story?

Margaret O'Mara: Well, I think that oftentimes the public sector and the private sector are seen as 
two different realms. And often ones that are antagonistic, right? But the real 
story is one of the public and private overlapping, blending, partnering. Even in 
during the Cold War, even when the US government is funneling giant amounts 
of money into scientific R&D, they're doing this in an extremely decentralized 
and privatized way. The money is flowing to universities like Stanford and 
Berkeley. It's flowing to defense contractors like Lockheed and Boeing. And that 
makes a lot of that government's funding hidden. It keeps Americans from really 
recognizing what the government does, but it also allows a great deal of 
entrepreneurial energy, a lot of flexibility. And you see this in Silicon Valley 
where you have these entrepreneurs and these founders who were given a 
great deal of latitude to create the future.

Brian Balogh: Well, you've mentioned entrepreneur a lot, which brings to mind Ronald 
Reagan, who referred to the '80s as the decade of the entrepreneur. How did 
the so called Reagan revolution changed things in Silicon Valley?

Margaret O'Mara: Well, Ronald Reagan loved entrepreneurs. He referred to them often. He liked 
to invoke Silicon Valley entrepreneurs in his speeches, particularly when he was 
talking to foreign audiences. It was this example of what the American system 
could create.

Margaret O'Mara: And the Reagan revolution coincides with a technological inflection point at a 
revolution in technology. The personal computer, which in the previous decade 
had been developed. Gone from hobbyist clubs to these small start up 
businesses in the late '70s. Hits the big time in 1980 with really a landmark 
happens only a few weeks after Ronald Reagan is elected president. In 
December, 1980, Apple computer goes public. One of the biggest IPOs or the 
most talked about IPOs of the year. And Wall Street recognizes that personal 
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computing and computing that is built in California is a moneymaker. Something 
that's reinforced the next year when IBM, the granddaddy of all computer 
companies, gets into the personal computer business itself.

Brian Balogh: You worked for the Clinton administration in the 1990s and observe firsthand 
the takeoff of the internet. Spill the beans. What did people really say about the 
super highway, that digital super highway in the '90s?

Margaret O'Mara: The good old information super highway. You know what's so interesting, Brian? 
I was there in the White House in '93. '94, and '95, '96 and I was there when all 
of this was going on. And at the time, I was like most of the young staffers in the 
White House, working on other things and focused on other things. And 
occasionally talk of tech and Silicon Valley would spill over from the relatively 
small circles of people who were working on it most intensively.

Margaret O'Mara: But the vice president, Vice President Gore, he was one of few politicians in 
Washington in the '80s, Newt Gingrich being another. Two people who were 
very consequential of figures in '90s politics. But from the time both of them 
arrived respectively on Capitol Hill, they were more attuned to the high tech 
future, much more than nearly all of their other peers.

Brian Balogh: Were there any opportunities missed? And I'm asking you now with your 
scholars hat, are there moments in the '90s, paths not taken that we might 
regret today?

Margaret O'Mara: There were things that could not be foreseen in the 1990s, and had 
policymakers known and understood, they might have made different choices. 
Take for example, 1996 the Telecom Act and the lawmaking that really shaped 
the rules of the road for the internet. Deciding what to regulate on the internet. 
Most notably, a decision embedded within that too called Section 230 of the 
Communications Decency Act, which is something that is very much talked 
about now as we talk about online content and the responsibility of social 
media providers to restrict or sensor, or moderate that content. But Section 230 
does not hold internet providers or platforms liable for the speech that happens 
on their platform that third parties put on there, gives them a by. So if you go on 
Facebook Brian, and you write something incendiary, Facebook Inc. is not 
responsible for it. So this is central to this debate about online content and 
social media.

Margaret O'Mara: Now, Facebook didn't exist in 1996. Google didn't exist in 1996. Amazon, its 
website had been live for a year. And in 1996, the real concern in Silicon Valley 
was not to let these big telecom companies, Comcast and the big guys, squash 
the nascent community and ongoing conversation that was happening on the 
internet. And that was the right decision at the time. But it's always challenging 
to predict the future. It's particularly challenging in the very fast moving world 
of technology.
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Brian Balogh: Do you have the sense that these corporations and the power of that super 
computer in your pocket for instance, they're just overwhelming to the political 
system? Do they dwarf the ability of governments to reign them in?

Margaret O'Mara: Well, governments have a lot of power when they want to use it. It's a choice. 
It's a choice of political leaders of how they use that power, how they use that 
responsibility.

Margaret O'Mara: For both Silicon Valley and for Washington DC, with great power comes great 
responsibility, as they say. We are at a moment of reckoning. It's been really 
interesting. I've been working on this book for a long time. When I started, there 
was a lot of love between the two capitals, Washington DC and Silicon Valley. 
There was a lot of optimism about the power of Silicon Valley tech to positively 
change the world. The mood has really darkened, swung in the other direction. 
So much so that I find myself saying, "But, but, but, Silicon Valley has done all 
this good stuff."

Margaret O'Mara: And now you have a lot of political leaders, lawmakers of both parties both in 
the White House, or would be in the White House, or on Capitol Hill who are 
talking quite tough about this. Yes, they should take some of that power back. 
They need to do it carefully. They need to do it in a technologically informed 
way. Capitol Hill has never been particularly well versed in the technologies that 
it's trying to regulate, then and now. It's time to get smarter about the 
technology, to listen to the technologists. And I really encourage lawmakers to 
take that into account. There is a need to move relatively quickly, but also don't 
move so quickly that you do the wrong thing.

Brian Balogh: Let's shift to a focus on some of the people that made Silicon Valley. I want you 
to walk with me into the offices of Apple computers in the late 1970s. What 
does it look like?

Margaret O'Mara: It must've been a lot of fun, but they were working really hard. Apple's really 
interesting. Apple's one of a number of small personal computer companies 
take this hobbyist idea of a micro computer. That's what they were called then.

Brian Balogh: People used to order kits, right? They'd build their own computer. These were 
the geekiest geeky people imagine.

Margaret O'Mara: Oh, absolutely. Absolutely. The first Apple I, you can probably find a picture of it 
on the internet somewhere. It was essentially this motherboard that Steve 
Wozniak designed, that was put into a wooden box that looked like you made it 
in a high school shop class. That was it.

Margaret O'Mara: But it was very much, the personal computing movement had a politics. It was a 
politics that came out of the 1960s and early '70s, came out of the Vietnam War 
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era. An era that was defined by big government, big military. And big 
government and big business was where all the computers were.

Margaret O'Mara: And so this generation that the micro computing generation, the people who 
become the founders and early employers of Apple, they are the kids who they 
go to Berkeley, they go to Stanford, they get exposed to computing and these 
computer labs funded by government money. And they're like, "This is an 
amazing tool. Let's take this and let's use this and make it something that we 
control, where the user controls it, not the establishment, not the government. 
And if we have this tool for communication and collaboration, this is how we're 
going to change the world." And that's the premise that this whole movement is 
selling.

Margaret O'Mara: What makes Apple distinctive from these other companies is a couple of things. 
One is they were really good at telling that story, and marketing that story. And 
you may or may not remember the really early Apple ads. They had print ads 
where they'd have an actor dressed as Ben Franklin. It was a great use of 
American history, actually. Ben Franklin, Thomas Jefferson saying, "If you have 
this tool, you can create amazing things. You can write your own Declaration of 
Independence." Before that, you look at these ads for these other computer 
companies and it's all technical specs like how much RAM, how much ROM. It's 
all designed to appeal to the people who are already tech nerds. What Apple 
does is it says, "You have this tool. And you may not know anything about 
computers, but this is the thing that's going to liberate you."

Brian Balogh: Margaret, so often when we talk especially about the early days of computers, 
we talk about the Steve Jobs and Bill Gates. But one of the things I really liked 
about your book is you recover the histories of actually a far more diverse group 
than that. I want to ask you about a couple of characters. Tell me about Ann 
Hardy.

Margaret O'Mara: Ann Hardy is wonderful. She shows up. She gets into computing shortly after 
graduating from college. She's in New York City. She hears from a friend that 
IBM is hiring programmers. She doesn't know anything about computers. She 
actually looked up, had her college dictionary in her room. She looks up 
computer. She can't find an entry. She's like, "All right, whatever. I'll just show 
up." She marches into IBM and she gets a job as a programmer. They a initially 
pitched her as like, "Would you like to be," what they called then a system 
service girl. IBM had salesman who would go out and sort of try to sell to 
businesses and they might have a nice looking female assistant with them who 
was the systems service girl who was the helper. And Ann was going to have 
none of that. She wanted to actually do some substantive programming.

Margaret O'Mara: So she becomes a programmer. She works at IBM for a number of years, works 
her way up the management chain. But always was just constantly frustrated by 
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being a woman in tech and this real disregard that the men around her had for 
her technical ability and disinterest in paying her what she was worth.

Brian Balogh: Can you give us any examples of the kind of culture that she had to endure?

Margaret O'Mara: At IBM, She works her way up and she becomes a manager. She has a team of a 
number of men working underneath her. And then she discovers that every 
single man on her team is being paid more than her. She demands a raise, she 
gets it. And she's still not paid as much as some of the people she's supervising. 
So shortly after that, she leaves IBM. She's done with that.

Margaret O'Mara: She later, she finds herself in the Bay Area. She joins a very small company 
called Tymshare. This was a timesharing company, but they had just started up 
and they had this mini computer, and they realized they didn't have an 
operating system to run it. They hadn't realized that if they got the hardware, 
they had to design their own software with it.

Margaret O'Mara: So she shows up and says, "Let me design your operating system for you." And 
the guys who started the company were hardware guys. At the time software 
used to be this not taken very seriously. Programming, one of the reasons so 
many women were programmers in those early years was because it wasn't 
considered a very serious or integral part of the whole process. Now we'd 
realize software is everything. But then hardware was everything, designing the 
computer itself was the most important thing.

Margaret O'Mara: So she shows up, the guy said, "Okay sure, we'll hire you." And later on her boss 
admits, "If I'd ever known how important this operating system was going to be 
to our business, I never would have hired a woman to do it."

Brian Balogh: Wow.

Margaret O'Mara: Yeah. But they hired her, and lucky for them they did. She designed a fantastic 
system. She was there for a number of years, became an executive there, but 
never high up on the food chain to get a big bump from when Tymshare went 
public at the end of the 1960s. She did not have stock options. She did not retire 
rich.

Brian Balogh: Yeah. And I think that's a story that applied to a lot of the women who worked 
in Silicon Valley. Tell me about Liza Loop.

Margaret O'Mara: So Liza Loop is the same Sputnik generation kid who grows up in Massachusetts, 
and she was unlike most girls in that she was exposed to or encouraged more to 
mess around with science and engineering because her mother was a scientist. 
She also went to a girls school, all girls school. Which as we know generally 
that's a good environment to encourage girls to get into subjects that they 
might not otherwise be steered into.
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Margaret O'Mara: And she comes out to California in the late '60s. And by the early '70s, she's 
really gotten entranced. She's not a technologist, she's not a computer scientist 
or a programmer. But she really gets excited about the idea of using computers 
for education and to teach children. She's living up in Sonoma, up in the North 
Bay, and she hears about this home brew computer club that's forming down in 
Menlo Park in 1975. And this is a group of these hobbyists, these guys who are 
soldering their own motherboards and making their own computers, and 
they're getting together on a monthly basis in someone's garage to share what 
they're making.

Margaret O'Mara: And so she shows up and a couple of other people who show up at these early 
meetings are Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak, these kids who show up with this 
thing they've created.

Margaret O'Mara: So she's part of these really early conversations. She also is part of another 
really important company in the Silicon Valley, the '70s was Atari. Remember 
Pong? Pong was first an arcade game and it becomes a home video game.

Margaret O'Mara: So she's an example of somebody who is this idealist. There were many men 
and women like her, in Berkeley, at Stanford, in the Bay Area who are part of 
this early computing movement. Thinking about how you can use computers to 
make the world a better place. And they don't have commercial ideas of mind. 
They're not looking to start a business. They're taking their 1960s idealism and 
they're channeling this into computing and personal computing. And not only 
computers that sit on your desk alone where you work with them, but 
networking. Connecting computers to one another and talking to one another 
through computing, which is something that starts earlier than you think.

Brian Balogh: Let's just talk a little bit about where we are right now. There is a big 
conversation about how Silicon Valley has completely reshaped cities like San 
Francisco or Seattle. Was this something that was ever imagined when these 
large tech companies were in their infancy?

Margaret O'Mara: It wasn't imagined. Part of what made Silicon Valley go and work as well as it did 
was its isolation. It's removed from by not being in a city, by not being in the 
middle of the action. In the code, I refer to the ecosystem of the valley as a kind 
of Galapagos. Isolated enough that you've developed these special species of 
business services and an engineering focus. This is a perfect, perfect ecosystem 
to grow startups.

Margaret O'Mara: But physical isolation and remove is a really important part of this. And also, the 
tech industry grows up in the era of mass suburbanization in the United States. 
When corporations of all kinds are moving to suburban research parks and 
headquarters, campuses. Designing corporate facilities that look like colleges. 
And this was particularly true in scientific based industry, including the 
electronics industry. In part because they were trying to hire engineers away 
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from academia, because who else is hiring like crazy in the 1950s and '60s? 
Colleges and universities, because higher education is expanding rapidly. So 
creating a college like environment, a campus like environment becomes the 
state of the art.

Margaret O'Mara: Stanford is influential here because it is one of the first universities to build a co-
branded research park, which it builds on land that it owns adjacent to campus. 
And that it violates all the rules of economic development at the time, which 
was you build these industrial parks cheaply and do it as quickly as possible. 
They instead created this class A real estate that was designed to blend in to the 
Palo Alto bedroom suburbs around it. And that was designed to look as much 
like a college campus as possible. And it worked brilliantly.

Brian Balogh: What do you think large tech companies like Facebook or Google can bring to 
bear on where they're located today? They've been charged with higher housing 
prices, contributing to income inequality. Do they have a responsibility in that 
regard? Is this something they even think about?

Margaret O'Mara: Yeah, they do. And it's in part because we're not your grandfather's Silicon 
Valley anymore, or even your father's Silicon Valley. The technology companies 
are so much more central to not just American life, but the world's life. And they 
also have physically relocated from these isolated research parks into cities.

Margaret O'Mara: But they're also creating growth pressures even when they've stayed in 
suburban locations. The cities of mountain view, and Palo Alto, and Menlo Park 
are really battling the effects of having these very large and expanding 
corporate campuses including those of Facebook and Google, and trying to 
figure out a way to coexist and to alleviate the housing crisis and the 
transportation pressures that are created by the expansion of these companies.

Margaret O'Mara: But it's going to require a different way of thinking. Tech companies have grown 
large by being heads down, just focusing on the technology. Being often their 
own, creating these wonderful googolplexes and separate campuses that are 
apart from where you can escape from the rest of the world and focus entirely 
on what you're creating.

Margaret O'Mara: And now, these companies are in these already very crowded growth pressured 
cities, especially Seattle and San Francisco. Which to be clear, had plenty of 
housing and transportation problems before the rapid growth of the last decade 
and tech. You have to recognize it's not all tech's fault. But, there is a really 
important role for tech to play.

Margaret O'Mara: And I think their leaders realize that. I think everyone's trying to figure out what 
you do and how you reconcile that with the basic fact that these are for profit 
entities. These aren't philanthropies, their mission is not too fix what ailed cities. 
But they have had this incredibly explosive effect, and they've also come into 
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cities that themselves are living in an age of austerity in which a lot of the basic 
infrastructure and maintenance hasn't been kept up. That again, had these 
chronic conditions that hadn't been fixed. So now it's time to reckon with them.

Brian Balogh: Well, let's end with an easy question. What's the next Silicon Valley, and what's 
it going to make?

Margaret O'Mara: One thing you know from studying history is that predicting the future is a 
dangerous business, Brian. But look, where we are right now. See. Silicon Valley 
is no longer a place in Northern California. It's a global network. It's a sensibility. 
It's now Silicon Valley is everywhere. We are Silicon Valley. So what is that going 
to look like next? Who are the technologists going to be, and what are they 
going to build?

Margaret O'Mara: I think there is reason to hope. I think there are a rising generation of 
technologists, of people in their twenties and early thirties who are wanting to 
do tech in a different way, and thinking about different geographies and 
different markets, and thinking about different cultures and how you translate 
these technologies into a wider world. There are people who would like to 
tackle some of the globe's most pressing problems. Poverty inequality, climate 
change. These things are going to be impossible for the technological world to 
ignore, for any of us to ignore. So how can we take this incredible creative 
energy that has created all these cool gadgets, and how we do harness that and 
find a way to address some of the biggest challenges we face, and really truly 
change the world?

Brian Balogh: Margaret O'Mara is a professor of history at the University of Washington. Her 
new book is called The Code: Silicon Valley and the Remaking of America.

Brian Balogh: That's going to do it for us today, but you can keep the conversation going 
online. Let us know what you thought of the episode or ask us your questions 
about history. You'll find us at backstoryradio.org, or send an email to 
backstory@virginia.edu. We're also on Facebook and Twitter @BackStoryRadio. 
Whatever you do, don't be a stranger.

Brian Balogh: Backstory is produced at Virginia Humanities. Major support is provided by an 
anonymous donor, the National Endowment for the Humanities, the Joseph and 
Robert Cornell Memorial Foundation, the Johns Hopkins University, and the 
Arthur Vining Davis Foundations. Additional support is provided by the Tomato 
Fund, cultivating fresh ideas in the arts, the humanities, and the environment.

Speaker 5: Brian Balogh is professor of history at the University of Virginia. Ed Ayers is 
professor of the humanities and president emeritus of the University of 
Richmond. Joanne Freeman is professor of history and American studies at Yale 
University. Nathan Connolly is the Herbert Baxter Adams associate professor of 
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history at the Johns Hopkins University. Backstory was created by Andrew 
Wyndham for Virginia Humanities.
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