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BLAZIE:  I started when I was a…a teenager; I think I was about 14 or 15 years old and I went to a Ham radio club meeting.  I’d been a Ham radio operator for…since I was 12.  And I met a blind man—Tim Cranmer who at the time he was Director of Services for the Blind in Kentucky.  And Tim and I were talking and I was fascinated with how he was able to do things that I would of thought a blind person couldn’t do, and Tim and I talked for, oh, for at least an hour that evening and he asked me if I was ah…would be interested in a part-time job, working on Saturdays for him.  And, of course, I was always interested in earning money so I said sure!  

So actually from when I was 15 or 16 until I was out of college I worked for Tim; all through high school and college.  Every Saturday…he called me his Saturday boy and I would do whatever was necessary to be done around the house.  Pay bills; I would read to him; write checks; help him in the woodshop—he was a woodworking guy.  And one of the things…my favorite thing to do with him was to build electronic devices.  He would have ideas about solving a problem—like how does a blind…person measure a voltage or current or whatever.  So we would build little circuits and he would dream ‘em up and I’d put ‘em together and we would try them out and… Tim was very much an inventor.  He invented a lot of little things for the blind you might take it…dis…might take…might not even remember them but, ah, like to say when that you hang over a cup of coffee, that when you fill it, it beeps at you.  A lot of…I used to make these things and put a tone on a tape recording when you’re recording a book and it would mark the pages—it was called a page marker.  

So I worked for Tim all through college and…and after I graduated from college he would still call me and say, you know, it’d be nice if we could do one of these or one of those.  And I remember one day he said let’s…he said, you know, there’s no talking calculator for the blind.  So he managed to get…I think it was Cannon, to donate a talking…donate a calculator and he asked me if I could make it…make it talk.  So we…I did.  I dug into it; got the schematic diagrams and hooked up a little microprocessor to it and made that processor output speech to a little talking board and then we made a talking calculator.  Actually, you know, come to think of it, it wasn’t a talking calculator.  It used a thing called the audio tactile display which was…it would just beep when you ran your finger across a Braille digit that was lit up in that particular column.  And Tim eventually patented that and almost sold it to a company to make a…to make these devices but it turns out at that same time, speech became available at reasonable price so TeleSensory ended up using this…using speech and making the Speech Plus calculator.   But that’s how I got started in it and, ah…I…I worked for Tim up until his death, you know, about five or six years ago.  

RUCKER:
And then you went with…you co-founded the Maryland Computer Services?

BLAZIE:  Yes, at the time I was working for the U.S. Army and I was doing some work on the side, doing computer programming for some companies, and that got to be more fun than working for the government, so in 1976 I quit working for the government along with my co-worker who was a…we were doing this programming, you know, for small businesses.  So we started a…we started Maryland Computer Services to do software and computer programming for business software.  

And it wasn’t…it was pretty soon after we started the company, like maybe a year, that my friend Tim Cranmer called me and said that he could get a lot of people employed at the State of Kentucky if he was able to get…be able to look up a telephone number quickly.  So we talked about a lot of ways to do that and at that time we had our company, Maryland Computer Services, had just bought a…a desktop computer; about $15,000 back then.  That was before…before Apple came out with their Apple II or anything.  And so we…we managed to hook up a speech plus calculator board, which would speak numbers, up to this computer and the computer would store phone numbers and names on a tape.  And so you typed in a last name and it would sit there and run the tape back and forth and look up the phone number and speak it.  And Tim was able to put, oh, might make…I guess 15 or 20 people to work.  And it sounds like a lot of money but when you consider that these people that were on the government dole, maybe getting welfare, they all of a sudden become productive tax play… paying people, it was…turned out to be well worth it.  And we…we sold quite a few of those and that’s…that’s how Blaze…that’s how Maryland Computer Services got in the blindness business.  

RUCKER:
Right.  And you…you were a large manufacturer, oddly enough, of synthetic speech products and Braille printers and such?

BLAZIE:  Yeah, that product lead to another one—we eventually made it into a word processing system so people could type and take notes and correct ‘em.  And then we added a full…full speech.  We were working on a voice synthesizer that would speak anything.  We hooked that up to a computer terminal made by Hewlett Packard and we were able to speak anything that’s on the screen.  So now people could get jobs as computer programmers, data entry clerks, call centers—just about any kind of job that required a computer terminal.  And eventually we made Braille printers and we became a pretty large manufacturer of…of devices for the blind.  

RUCKER:
Uh-huh.  And then you founded Blazie…ah, Engineering, right? 

BLAZIE:  Yes, I don’t know if you remember those times but in the early ‘80s we…the interest…we had a very bad economic time.  Interest rates were like 20 or more percent and we…we had borrowed money against…against our own signatures and business was bad because of the economy, so we…we ended up in…in financial trouble and eventually we sold that business, at the very last minute, to what…what was Tri-Information Systems down in Florida—that became Enabling Technologies.  And so I was…I was doing consulting work at that time for…for the next year, but in the back of my mind, I still wanted to be in this business and make devices, and I saw an opening for…for taking a very tiny circuit board that Fred Gassone… I don’t know if you remember Fred Gassone.  He worked…he was a good friend of and worked with Tim Cramner at the…in Kentucky for the Department for the Blind.  And Fred was making a thing he called a…the Portabraille.  And we looked at one of the circuit boards in the Portabraille and it looked like if you took that circuit board out, got rid of the Braille display which was too expensive, and just added speech, you could make something…you could make a very small portable note taker.  And after talking to various people in the blindness business, Judy Dixon in particular, we…we came up with, in 1970…’87, we came out with the Braille and Speak.  And I…I remember thinking, gosh, if we could sell a hundred of these, we’d…that’d be really great you know.  And I think we ended up selling over 50,000, you know, over the 10 year or 12 year period that we sold them.  That’s really what started Blazie Engineering.  

RUCKER:
Yeah.  Um, are there other kinds of things I should have asked you about your career in terms of Blazie or beyond? 

BLAZIE:  Well, I…I do remember learning a lot about business during these times.  I mean, we…you know, I’m an engineer; my training is engineering and along the side I had to learn a lot about business and how to run a business.  And the one thing that, ah…that I learned, partly the hard way and partly through a partner, was that if you take really, really good care of your customers, everything else will come.  And we…of course we knew how to make a pretty good product and those times that when our product wasn’t so good, we had a problem, we always took really good care of our customers and we fixed it and we made…we made good on it.  And I…I think that’s the biggest thing that business could learn right now—is, ah, if you don’t take good care of your customer, somebody else will. 

RUCKER:
Right.  So now that you’ve…that you’ve sold your company to Freedom Scientific, what are you doing?

BLAZIE:  Well, what I did for the past 8 to 10 years was a lot of different things—a lot of fishing and boating and, like, surfing, bicycle riding, running, mountain climbing.  You know, all those things that you do when you, ah…when you retire, and I really enjoyed those things too.  

I had a non-compete agreement with Freedom Scientific so I really couldn’t do anything in the blindness business so…which really hurt but, you know, in retrospect, it… it made me…forced me to retire and enjoy myself.  And I did—I had…I’ve had a really good time and I don’t want to stop doing that.

RUCKER:
No…

BLAZIE:  But, on the other hand, a year or two years ago when my non-compete ended I started looking around at maybe doing it again, you know.  And I realized real quickly that with my personality I’d be totally consumed by it and I did not want to get totally consumed.  You know, I wanted to enjoy my family, my grand…my granddaughters—I have three granddaughters who I want to spend time with, and my…my sons.  So at that very time, ah…Brian MacDonald from National Braille Press came to me and said they’re starting a team called the Center for Braille Innovation and wanted to know if I’d come and help them do their…do their business.  

RUCKER:
Right. 

BLAZIE:  Now, Brian’s new to this business.  He’s…he came from a non-profit background but not the blindness business, so he…maybe he didn’t realize certain things that couldn’t be done really couldn’t be done!  [laughter]  So…so we’re doing some of those.  You know, we’re gonna…we’re gonna look at making a full-page Braille display, which I’ve talked about for most of my life—at least 25 or 30 years, about let’s make a full-page display and we haven’t done it yet.  And I think it can be done—there’s technology out there that’s new that can help us do that.  

In the meantime, while we’re looking for that technology and researching and waiting for some of the better things to become feasible to make a Braille display in a full-page or something similar to it, we’re also embarking on another product… project called Braille For Everyone.  And this project is an off-take of what I’ve been doing for most of my life, which is trying to build products and sell ‘em.  The incidence of blindness in a world is such that I don’t think we’re ever gonna get blind people reading Braille unless we can get it to ‘em at…at a very low cost.  

RUCKER:
Right. 

BLAZIE:  And if you look at note-takers, the ones I used to make were… the least expensive one was, like, $3500 and…and now, you know, they’re $5,000 or $6,000 and they’re not getting cheaper and more and more people are not, you know, buying ‘em and using ‘em because they just can’t afford it.  So I…I guess I’m convinced that we need some other…some other way to get this Braille on their hands.  So our Braille For Everyone project is going to make a low-cost Braille note taker our first product—make a low-cost Braille note taker and it’s gonna be…it’s gonna be by done…done by a not for profit entity of some kind.  We’re gonna try to get a lot of not for profits or organizations, even if they are for profit, together to try to make this thing happen, and we want to get a note taker in the hands of kids and young adults and anyone…everyone I should say, for $2,000 to $2,500 at today’s price.  We think we can do it.  It’s technical…technically feasible to do it.  It’s gonna be difficult but we have a really good core of organizations put together to make this happen.  National Braille Press, the National Federation of the Blind, immediately said they’d be involved in it.  American Printing House is gonna be involved into it…in it.  We hope the American Foundation for the Blind, the World Braille Foundation—they’re part of it, and most recently, the China Braille Press.  We went to Beijing six weeks ago and met with them and they…they are committed wholeheartedly and financially to making this happen.  So with a team like that I think we can make it happen!  So that’s what I’m doing.  And it is somewhat consuming me but I’m still [mingled voices] managing to ride bicycles and play golf and sail and fish.  

RUCKER:
Do you travel?

BLAZIE:  Some…I travel some; not a lot.  I still fly airplanes a little and travel that way, so…

RUCKER:
I’m enjoying…I think of…of retirement as every day is Saturday.  

BLAZIE:  Ah!

RUCKER:  Just…except I’m working harder than I ever did as a professor by several projects I’m involved in.  Who would want to not be learning and…and… 

BLAZIE:  I agree.  

RUCKER:  Yeah.  

BLAZIE:  Yeah, being retired is nice and it is like every day is Saturday, but [mingled voices] you also need something to keep the, ah, wheels turning in your head and…and something to feel good about.  

RUCKER:  Yup.  Thank you very much! 


BLAZIE:  Alright, Chauncy.  Thank you.  
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