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Down Memory Lane
An Interview with Bill Schwimmer

So it is the laughter
We will remember

Whenever we remember
The way we were

W
e welcome Bill Schwimmer, the first data-
base administrator at Apple Computer and 
now a DBA manager at EDS. First he leads 
us down memory lane, then he peeks into 

his crystal ball and reads our futures.

Tell us something about yourself. Were you really one of the 
first database administrators at Apple Computer? How did 
your career progress?

I graduated from UC Berkeley, worked for the state of 
California as a developer, and was hired at Apple Computer 
in 1983 as a DBA. At that time Apple had one DBA who was 
hired about a month before me, and one right after me. But 
they both left and for a period of about fi ve years, I was 
Apple’s only DBA. In fact, when it came time for my sab-
batical (every employee got a six-week paid vacation every 
fi ve years), I had to hire and train a DBA to take over for me 
before I could go. Luckily, I found a top-
notch DBA, Terry Couey, who was able to 
jump in and take over, and I still work 
with Terry—18 years later.

Apple’s DBA function was chaotic 
and primitive in 1983, but it matured 
during the time I was at Apple, and 
when I left there were somewhere 
around 30 DBAs. Back in 1983 Apple 
had just installed and become an early adopter of Cullinet 
Applications Software—one of the fi rst integrated ERP 
systems. It ran on IDMS—a network DBMS—while rela-
tional technology was still in its infancy. I worked at Apple 
for 15 years, progressing from DBA to DBA manager, and 
in 1996 Apple outsourced much of its IT to a Canadian 
company, Systemhouse. This was the period of acquisition 
and merger followed by the dot-com days, so things were 
changing fast. I worked for Systemhouse, MCI, WorldCom, 
and EDS during a period of fi ve years—all due to buyouts 
and mergers. I’m still a DBA manager, but I’ve recently 
been managing teams of Oracle, Oracle E-Business Suite, 
and SQL Server DBAs for EDS, which has hundreds of 
DBAs around the globe supporting thousands of clients 
and tens of thousands of systems.

There have been books and movies about the early days of 
Apple. You were there yourself. Tell us an interesting story 
about the early days.

I worked in the Apple II division when I fi rst started. 
The Lisa, one of the fi rst computers with a GUI, had just 
come out and the Macintosh was under development, not 
to be unveiled to the world until January 1984. All of the 
prestige and glamour was in the Mac division; they were 
fl ying a pirate fl ag over their building and covertly develop-
ing a product that Apple felt would change the world. They 
had all of the perks—a piano in the lobby, free massages, 
and free food. This created a bit of jealousy because the 
Apple II division was the cash cow that produced most of 
the revenue. One day Steve Jobs spoke in a meeting to the 
Apple II IT group, which was probably under 100 people at 
that time. Steve chastised the entire group, particularly 
management, for running the division’s fi nancial and man-

ufacturing systems on IBM mainframes, 
IBM AS/400s, and DEC PDP 1170s. He 
was exasperated with IT and called the 
entire department “bozos” for not real-
izing that the world of IT—data process-
ing, in those days—was moving to Unix 
and “C.” Clearly he was way ahead of his 
time—in fact he was so far ahead that he 
neglected to realize that there were virtu-

ally no commercial software packages available at the time 
that ran on Unix—certainly no ERP systems—and of 
course it made no sense to build an ERP system from the 
ground up.

We like stories! Tell us another story!

Well, you’d think Apple would have been on the cutting 
edge of database technology, but in the early ’80s Apple 
was not interested in relational. Few companies were at 
that time. As Apple’s DBAs, we took it upon ourselves to 
evangelize relational technology—now it’s called “thought 
leadership”—to try to move the company to an SQL-based 
DBMS as the corporate standard replacing the older tech-
nology. We promoted relational by bringing in Chris Date, 

I N T E R V I E W
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He called the
entire IT department 

“bozos” for not
moving to Unix.
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the father of relational (along with Ted Codd) to speak 
to Apple’s engineers and managers about the relational 
model, SQL, and how they could provide the foundation 
for Apple’s corporate systems. Speaking to a techie crowd in 
Cupertino, Chris’s academic yet lighthearted speaking style 
and his technical credentials (Oxford U and IBM R&D) 
helped sway the movers and shakers to try relational tech-

nology—at least as a 
pilot project. But the 
commercial vendors were 
fairly new, the DBMS 
shakeout had not yet oc-
curred, and no one knew 
which platform provided 

the best technology and ROI or which companies would 
survive. So chaos ensued: First we standardized on DB2 
since IBM seemed to be a safe bet—even though it was a bit 
embarrassing for Apple; then we switched to Sybase, then 
Ingres, compromised with a dual standard of DB2 and Ingres, 
and then ultimately converted all of Apple’s databases to 
Oracle/Unix. So, Steve Jobs’s declaration of his preferred 
platform—Unix—over a decade earlier fi nally came to pass. 
And Apple was way ahead of most companies, standardizing 
on Oracle/Unix in the early ’90s.

Whenever I go for an interview, the manager says, “Tell us 
about a crisis and how you handled it.” May I turn the ta-
bles on you? You’ve been a manager for many years and 
have seen your share of crises and disasters. Tell us about 
a really big crisis that you and your team handled. What 
was the moral of the story?

I’ve had my share of sleepless nights through the years, 
but I try to block out bad memories of disasters and crises. 
You conduct a postmortem, learn the lessons, make the 
necessary changes to avoid future problems, and move on. 
Don’t dwell on the mistakes but don’t repeat them, either.

Has the practice of database administration changed over 
the years or has it remained essentially the same? Is there a 
qualitative difference or simply a quantitative difference 
(more and bigger databases)?

DBA work has changed quite a bit. In the pre-relational 
days, DBAs had to do a lot more low-level work—they were 
closer to the machine, so to speak. Experienced DBAs 
learned to read hexadecimal dumps of the internal DBMS 
code to debug problems. Some knew assembler language; 
nearly all had been programmers. I don’t think there’s much 
dump reading going on these days. As DBMS technology has 
matured, the work of the DBA hasn’t gotten any easier, but 
the work has defi nitely changed so that DBAs are much 
more productive in terms of designing and building data-
bases as well as maintaining and troubleshooting them. And 
as the technology has improved with sophisticated tools and 
self-healing features, I’ve seen the number of wake-up calls 
for problems decline and databases per DBA increase dra-
matically. And tools like Oracle Designer, Oracle Warehouse 
Builder, and OEM have had a tremendous impact on DBA 
productivity in the design and tuning stages.

How would you define the role of database administra-
tor? Is there room for application administration, data 
administration, and software development in your defi-
nition?

There’s no universally accepted defi nition of the role of 
the DBA—the boundaries are different depending on the 
size of the enterprise and its organizational structure. In 
the largest companies, the tendency seems to be toward 
more specialization. At EDS, we’ve split the DBA responsi-
bilities between application/development DBAs and system/ 
infrastructure DBAs. This forces a more disciplined and 
consistent approach because DBAs focus on their areas of 
expertise and a different set of DBAs implements changes 
and installs software. Sarbanes-Oxley Act compliance has 
been a major driver in splitting responsibilities. There are 
certainly pros and cons to both approaches—having DBAs 
do it all or splitting the role.

What qualities do you look for in a database administra-
tor? Is certification important? I applied for a government 
job once and was shocked that the job description did 
not reference specific technologies. Government seems to 
work differently than the private sector. Would you hire 
somebody with many years of database administration 
experience but none with Oracle specifically? Would you 
hire somebody to work on Oracle 10g if they only have 
Oracle 8i experience? Couldn’t you train them on the job?

Yes, certification is im-
portant but it’s not enough. 
I look for years of experi-
ence in the technology that 
I’m hiring for. I also look 
for an indication that the 
DBA can work well within 
a team. You can have all of 
the experience and an im-
peccable track record while 
working alone on projects, 
but if you haven’t proven 
that you can collaborate in 
a team, I’m not interested. 
I don’t think that it’s nec-

essary to have expertise in the latest version because that can 
be picked up on the job, and obviously when a new version 
is fi rst released, no one has experience with it.

What are some of the challenges that you have experienced 
with high-availability solutions? Do they really work as ad-
vertised? Is the extra complexity compensated by the in-
creased availability?

They do work as advertised once set up properly, but they 
also raise the bar of complexity to a new level. My experience 
has been that RAC has been challenging for many DBAs and 
it has been slow to be adopted by Oracle’s customers, but 
now it seems to be taking off—especially with 10g. You can’t g. You can’t g
put a price tag on availability—the business has to determine 
what the cost of downtime is and the ROI of the various HA 
options.

High-availability 
solutions do work 
as advertised once 
set up properly, 
but they also 
raise the bar of 
complexity to a 
new level.

Certification is 
important but it’s
not enough.
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The technology vendors are always creating new patches 
and upgrades. Is it feasible or even desirable to keep systems 
fully patched? The Sarbanes-Oxley auditors certainly 
seem to think that it is a good idea to keep systems fully 
patched.

Absolutely. It’s very important to keep mission-critical 
systems patched to the latest levels and Oracle has made 
this simpler with their quarterly “critical patch updates.” 
We’ve been notifying all of our business partners that they 
need to give us the time to apply the patches or accept the 
risk of not doing so, and we’ve been successful in most cas-

es in keeping the sys-
tems up-to-date. And 
you’re right—SOX 
auditors will not be at 
all happy with patch-
ing strategies that are 
lacking. In the old 

days I subscribed to the “ain’t broke, don’t fi x” school of 
thought and advocated upgrades and patches only when 
necessary, but that is no longer a sound strategy given the 
myriad security vulnerabilities.

Let’s pick on the whole Sarbanes-Oxley thing. The legisla-
tion does not dictate specific dos and don’ts for IT. The au-
ditors seem to be making it up as they go along; e.g., they 
want systems to be fully patched and they want us to stop 
using generic accounts such as oracle, SYS, and SYSTEM. 
What value do you see in Sarbanes-Oxley audits? How can 
we make the auditors see the light?

I think it’s irrelevant whether or not we see value. And 
have you ever tried to make an auditor “see the light”? Not 
gonna happen . . . that’s why they wear those dark green eye 
shades. Regardless of whether there is value or not, SOX is 
the law and we will be required to meet the auditors’ crite-
ria or fail the audit. You’re right; they’re making it up as 
they go because Sarbanes-Oxley doesn’t specify what IT 
must do to comply. One of the main goals of it is to im-
prove companies’ internal control over fi nancial reporting. 
It’s pretty apparent that processes supporting IT need to be 
controlled so that applications are not exposed to failures 
from events like human error, sabotage, and changes. So 
having IT processes under control helps us to be ready for a 
SOX audit, but SOX compliance should be built into nor-
mal day-to-day operations as a standard best practice, not 
something done in addition to regular work just to comply 
with an audit.

For a long time, Larry Ellison has been predicting that da-
tabase administrators will become extinct. His words seem 
to be finally coming true, at least in the case of America, 

because all the jobs are going to India and Elbonia. Is there 
any hope that the rate will slow down? What has been your 
experience working with offshore personnel? What are the 
challenges? What are the advantages?

You hear a few stories about “backshoring” [bringing 
work back to the U.S.] but I don’t think it will become a real 
trend unless U.S. tax laws change and it becomes disadvan-
tageous for American corporations to go offshore for lower-
cost labor. I think offshoring will continue and probably 
ac   celerate. The skill level of the talent pool of offshore DBAs 
is defi nitely improving and it is growing exponentially in 
numbers. And as salaries in India increase, U.S. companies 
will look to China and Eastern Europe to fi nd even cheaper 
labor. There’s no end to it as far as I can see. We’ve worked 
in collaborative teams with offshore DBAs for years and, 
al though there were initially problems in communication 
and connectivity, now they’re considered just another part 
of the team. Clearly the biggest advantage to American DBAs 
is that in a scenario like I described earlier with a team ap-
proach, DBAs on both sides of the globe get to sleep through 
the night. The disadvantage—job loss—is obvious.

Some say that Apple’s technology is far superior to that 
from Microsoft. Yet Microsoft has a commanding market 
share. How does Oracle’s technology compare with others? 
What is the reason for its commanding market share?

A combination of great marketing and great technology.

The book Who Moved My Cheese? is a compelling story 
about people who cannot handle change. With all the 
jobs going to India, we can either pound on the walls or 
put on our running shoes and go looking for new oppor-
tunities. I know veteran IT professionals who own health 
food stores, sell teddy bears on the Web, sell insurance, 
and patrol the streets of Berkeley on bicycles as cops. 
What’s your advice for IT professionals? Should we give 
up and find other professions?

Tough question. Depending on what survey you believe, 
U.S. IT jobs may be either expanding or contracting due to 
offshoring. I believe that as long as we don’t see a recession 
in the U.S., there will be an expansion of IT needs, and I 
think that highly trained IT professionals—especially data 
engineering types—are probably going to be in demand in 
the U.S. for years to come. But to be safe, I think I’d advise 
my kids to choose a career that requires them to physically 
touch something onshore! 

Bill Schwimmer can be reached at bill.schwimmer@ eds.com 
or bill.schwimmer@gmail.com.

I’ll advise my kids to choose a career that requires
them to touch something onshore.

I think offshoring 
will continue and 
probably accelerate.




