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Innovation, Excitement, and FUN at Digital Equipment Corp 1976-1998 

Stories from my 23 years as a (Closet Engineer) “Bean-Counter” at DEC 

Introduction to Jeff Bergart 

This talk is about HAVING FUN at Digital Equipment Corporation (DEC).  I worked at DEC for 23 

years (Most of those years were exciting, innovative and just plain FUN! I will focus mainly on 

two assignments: My first four years at DEC working with the (Advanced) (Manufacturing) 

(Central) (Interconnect) Process Engineering group (PE for short) and my eight years with the US 

Computer Special Systems (US CSS) group.  Today I will go over Part 2: the FUN I had at US CSS.  

Please join in at the end with YOUR favorite stories! 

Like most of you, I’ve been cleaning out my basement and have come across so many DEC 

treasures. Most of my slides will be from the original papers I’ve hoarded over the years. 

DISCLAIMER: It's been 3 or 4 decades since these stories took place. Therefore, I warn you that 

the names, dates, numbers and even the truth, may be stretched as I recount what happened. 

But the excitement and fun I experienced was very real. 

First a quick look at my background, because how I got to be a “geeky” bean-counter is 

important to this story. 
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 THEN COMES DEC 
 

I was born in Boston and grew up in Newton Mass. I was always interested in Math. I began 

programming computers in Junior High (1960’s). In college I was introduced to DEC when I 

programmed a PDP-8s to do mathematical learning theory experiments for the Psychology 

department.  With my BS degree, I was officially a “Nerd.” 

I then went to graduate school for a MSEE in computer science. But soon things changed, and I 

decided to get my MBA in accounting and went on to become a CPA.  Now I was officially a 

“Double Nerd.” What better place to go to work than DEC? 
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US CSS - Financial Success & FUN  1985-1993 

I joined US Custom Special Systems (US CSS) in 1985 as its Area Finance Manager working for 

Fritz Aumann. We started off in Nashua, NH and later moved to Merrimack.  It was already a 

wonderful organization, and the management and finance teams were top notch. Because our 

financial performance over the next eight years continued to be excellent and predictable, I was  

able to have the most fun I ever had at DEC. 
 

Digital Equipment Corp.  -  US CSS Matrix Organization - 1990 
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US CSS Matrix Organization - Finance Organization 1988
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US CSS - Financial Success & FUN  1985-1993 
 

US CSS Business Units Finance - circa 1990 
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US CSS - Financial Success 
 

US CSS - Financial Success & FUN  1985-1993 
 

History: CSS started off many years earlier by doing one-of-a-kind, hard to do, customizations 

of DEC gear for our customers. This led to cost over-runs and unpredictable results. Then, under 

new management, CSS swung 180 degrees around to being very cautious, quoting very high to 

CYA for overruns, and requiring many lengthy project reviews to make sure things would work. 

A few years before I got to US CSS, Russ Gullotti took over world-wide CSS. Russ moved CSS to 

a wonderfully balanced position between the two previous approaches. First, CSS focused on 

“Custom Repeatable” solutions. If a customer needed a VAX squeezed into a 20% smaller 

cabinet, we would do the tooling and then reuse that tooling to offer the same solution to others 

who needed similar small VAX footprints. 

Next, CSS documented all the engineering, financial, material, manufacturing, logistics steps 

needed to guarantee excellent project outcomes. But those many steps included shortcuts so, 

under the right conditions, steps could be done more quickly. Projects soon thereafter went 

through their phases much more smoothly. 

To simplify and speed things up even more, US CSS finance came up with standardized costs to 

determine non-recurring engineering (NRE) costs, and manufacturing agreed to accept Rapid 

Prototyping where engineers would be designing right alongside with the manufacturing folks 

who were building these custom solutions. 

                                                              

Backlog - Dropped from over a year (Our customers waiting desperately for their solutions) 

                       to less than three months. 

Revenue - Went from $50M to $300M in six years (a 30% annual growth rate) 

- US CSS went from being 2% of US DEC Hardware Revenue to 10%! 

Contribution Margin - Went from 22% to 37% of revenue 

Forecast Accuracy approached 100% 

US CSS made 26 out of the next 28 quarterly 30% growth budgets (missing two by only a 

couple of percentage points) 

US CSS:  The Business Units & Salem Manufacturing both got rare “1” Internal Audit Ratings. 
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US CSS - FUN 

As result of meeting our budgets and forecasts, Fritz and I were “excused” from having to go to 

quarterly US Group forecast meetings. (We were always meeting our budgets/forecasts and they 

only wanted to see people who “needed their help”.) 

As a reward for freeing us from these area meetings, Fritz let me chair the US CSS Bid 

Committee that reviewed any field sales bids over $1M. IT WAS A HOOT! This “Double Nerd” 

was in heaven. 

What follows are some of the FUN things I got to do with US CSS Sales, and the great group of 

finance people in our group.   

 

My SIX GREAT US CSS MEMORIES 

 

1) Presenting to the Sales Force:   I began presenting at their Annual Sales Training 

meetings. Once I was asked to explain the key lines in the US CSS Profit and Loss Statement. I 

gave out green eye shades to everyone (how else could they hope to understand NERD 

accounting) and Professor Bergart made his presentation. At one point people from the 

audience ran up on stage to grab a marker and ask “How Come…” questions! 
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US CSS - FUN 

2) Rallying the 3 Business Units (ISG, NSG, PGG) and Manufacturing to compete 

in the Corporate Finance “Balance Sheet Review” process. 

I fashioned a winner trophy with a Bull on top (It is a Balance Sheet Competition). Each 

quarter, the winning business unit’s finance folks would parade the award around our floor. It 

was great fun, UNTIL I got this disturbing message from the current winner - Manufacturing. 
 

Followed by an equally disturbing ransom demand! 
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US CSS - FUN 
 

 
Eventually the BS Award was returned and the good natured “competition” continued until 

Corporate Finance lost interest in making us fill out their forms. 

BUT, years later, it seems that the seriousness of this endeavor was not forgotten. 

In his email to me when I left my position at US CSS, the wonderful PGG Business Unit 

manager, Dave Rasmussen (may he rest in peace) said: 
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US CSS - FUN 

3) Present at a World-wide DEC Finance meeting - The Many Roles of Finance. 

Being free to “wander” in and amongst all of US CSS’s functions, I got to wear so many of these 

hats. I am forever grateful t o  U S  CS S  for everyone’s willingness to let me “explore” these roles.                                                                                                                                                  
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US CSS - FUN 

4) Challenger to the Sales Force. 

We were well on our way to meeting our FY90 Sales Budget. Putting on my “Mischievous Finance 

Hat” I decided to send out the following Poem. 
 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

Of course, they made AND EXCEEDED the challenge, and I 

had to stand on a dining room table at the next sales force 

meeting and sing my college Alma Mater while the sale folks 

threw dinner rolls at me! Funnier still, we had a new 

Corporate VP, Eileen Jacobs, visiting us and she wondered 

what the heck was going on as she had to duck many a mis-

directed roll. 
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5) Judge of the Sales Force. 
 

At some of their annual meetings, the US CSS Sales Force would break up into competing teams 

to see which team could give the best “pitch” of a custom CSS solution. I got to wear my English 

Magistrate wig… 
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US CSS - FUN 

6) Saying Goodbye to US CSS 

Except for CSS, in 1992 DEC was doing poorly. So, what do you do - you merge and reorganize! 

The PSS, CT and CSS groups were merged. Thus ended a wonderful string of years for me. I went 

off to the Printing Business Unit. It was eventually sold off and I left DEC in 1998. 

I gave the Sales Force one last presentation - urging them to carry on their successful tradition. 
          

US CSS - Questions? 
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Post Script - DECTalk 

I leave you with this extra thought. I doubt that my name will ever be remembered for my 

accomplishments at DEC.  However, I am pleased to share with you the fact that my face will 

forever be a part of DEC history! 

  ME ! 
 

 
 


