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One of the creators of ENIAC, the first programmable 

general-purpose electronic computer, and the first 

chairman of the Computer and Communication Sciences 

department at the University of Michigan, has died.

Arthur Burks, 92, died Wednesday after a long battle with 

Alzheimer's disease.

Burks earned a doctorate in philosophy at U-M in 1941 and, 

in 1943, was recruited at the University of Pennsylvania 

to create a machine that could replace 75 "computers," 

mainly women who spent days calculating firing and bombing 

tables for artillery operators.

The result was ENIAC, the Electronic Numerical Integrator 

and Calculator, which could total 5,000 numbers in a 

single second. Unlike a previous computer that could only 

perform one function, ENIAC could be programmed - over a 

period of days - to perform different functions.

The 80-foot-long, 30-ton ENIAC was intended to replace 75 

human computers, of whom Burks' wife, Alice, was one, who 

calculated detailed trajectories based on wind speed, 

shell weight and other factors for artillery gunners 

during World War II.

ENIAC was finished too late for use in the war but 

inspired next-generation machines. A piece of ENIAC, and 

some of its 18,000 vacuum tubes, are on display in the 

Electrical Engineering and Computer Science Building on 

U-M's North Campus.

Burks returned to U-M as a professor in 1946 and helped 

found computer studies, the graduate program in 

Communication Sciences in 1957 and the Department of 

Computer and Communication Sciences in 1967. He served as 

the first chairman of CCS in 1967-68.

Burks and his wife also documented, in books and articles, 

the workings of ENIAC and the legal battles over patent 

rights of early computers, according to an obituary posted 

on the U-M Electrical Engineering and Computer Science's 

Web site.

Burks is survived by Alice Burks, his wife of 65 years, 

and children Edward, Nancy and Douglas Burks.

A memorial service will be held at a later date.

Susan Oppat can be reached at soppat@annarbornews.com or 

at 734-482-1166.

