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RUCKER:
So, Jim, tell me about how you got into the whole area of disabilities and how you went into a company and eventually became the CEO of HumanWare and your history of 20 years there and the kinds of things you were doing, your developments and such.
HALLIDAY:  Alright.  Back in the early 70s, I was working at DeAnza College.  I was teaching media classes and producing a lot of multimedia programs.  In those days, multimedia was slide shows…as opposed to the kinds of things we have today with computers, but I’m doing documentaries, video, audio, a lot of different things and on DeAnza’s campus they had a couple of interesting programs.  They had 500 disabled students on the campus which was really exciting and rare at the time.  And the State of California was trying to figure out how to fund programs for adults with physical disabilities and other kinds of disabilities.  And DeAnza had such a model program that I was asked to produce a documentary on students with disabilities and how they functioned and how community colleges could serve that population.  That was produced for the legislature in California and the result was that disabled student programs became very well-funded within the community college system in California.  At the same time, DeAnza had started a program for adults with learning disabilities and at the time, very few people knew what a learning disability was.  It was kind of a catch-all for anything from autistic to bad-behaving students (chuckles) and they needed to know what that was and again there was no funding for that population so I was asked to produce a documentary on that.  And that kind of got me involved with people with disabilities in general and a company called TSI, Telesensory Systems, Incorporated saw one of those productions and they asked me to come and produce one for them on blind people in the workplace so that they could show that blind people could be competitive and effective in the workplace.  They sent me around the country.  I interviewed a lot of different blind people using speech plus calculator and they were also using Optacons at the time.  And I was just amazed that these people were competitively employed.   They were making their way.  I made a point of interviewing all of the supervisors, as well and the supervisors, at the same time, were saying, “Yeah.  These people are great.  They’re great employees.  They come to work on time.  They’re there all the time.  They don’t get sick, so they’re just great.  And I thought, well, this is amazing.  And I came back and I produced that.  I produced a couple of other shows for TSI.  One specifically on electronic travel aids.  The electronic travel aids that were being sold actually were manufactured in New Zealand from a company called Pulse Data International.  So I got to know the people down there and Russell Smith in particular and we became fairly close friends.  I just started working more closely with them and there were more products that they were producing, some very interesting products.  So between the revolutionary kinds of things that TSI was doing in those days, they were the first ones to introduce really a laptop computer before Tandy or Radio Shack or any of the sighted people have them, the VersaBraille was there.  It was portable word processing for a blind person.  This is back in the late 70s.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.
HALLIDAY:  And it was pretty amazing to be part of that.  During that time, Telesensory also was producing a device called the Crib-O-Gram for screening hearing in newborns and the Autocom which was a communication device for nonverbal folks, a lap board.  And so I had the opportunity then in working with them to learn about all this different kinds of technology and after producing a number of documentaries, I decided that I liked working with people with disabilities better than I did with media.  So they hired me and I worked for TSI on the East Coast for a couple of years.  Then I came back and worked on the West Coast and then they made me the Director of Sales and then the Director of International Sales.  I had lived in Germany years before and they wanted somebody who spoke the language.  So I have started working much more with the international distributors and, again, that brought me in touch with Russell Smith because he was one of the international distributors of TSI products.  I continued working for them until 1987, something like that.  Then I left and Russell had a company in Chicago called Sensory Aids Corporation and he asked me to take it over.  I told him I didn’t feel that he had a product line that could sustain an organization that could sell it and that he almost had to sell through other companies unless he redefined the business plan.  I told him I’d be happy to write a business plan for him and he agreed to that.  So I wrote the business plan and I also didn’t want to move to Chicago at that time…nothing against Chicago.

RUCKER:  (Chuckles.)

HALLIDAY:  I like Chicago a lot (chuckles) but my family and my wife Karen were there in California.  In fact, she was running the learning disabilities (LD) program at DeAnza College so I wanted to be close to that.  So they accepted my proposal for the business plan, but it required bringing in Braille technology.  It required bringing in some other low vision technology so that we had a broader product line.  So together, we founded HumanWare.  We were small in the beginning but then we grew very rapidly and had some great products.  We worked, again, with the company in New Zealand, but also with a company in Holland, Tieman BV, which is now called Optelec. So they were actually also owners and part of the founding members of HumanWare.  Eventually, Tieman and Pulse Data started producing competitive products.
RUCKER:  Um-hum.

HALLIDAY:  (Chuckles.)  So I was in an untenable position of trying to balance these things and position them in a market.  And I said this isn’t going to work.  One of you guys is going to have to buy the other one out.  Tieman had more money at that time, so Tieman bought everybody out and they became the sole owners of the company.  That was, I think, in ’95.  And then shortly thereafter, they bought a company in the U.S. called Optelec.   

Eventually that’s how they took on their name.  I ended up working on developing ClearView and working on the specifications of the ClearView CCTV with Optelec.  So I was back in Boston for about seven months.  And I was ignoring HumanWare during that period, but since it was all part of Tieman, it worked out ok.  And once the ClearView had been released, I came back to HumanWare and we had been working with Pulse Data.  We were still the distributor for Pulse Data’s products and we had wanted to build a PDA, basically, for blind people.
RUCKER:
  Um-hum.

HALLIDAY:  A small device that was not just a note-taker, something that was taking advantage of the more modern technologies so you could browse the internet, you could do email, you could have a power device that wasn’t just for note-taking.  It was something that had a Braille display that was built into it, as well as a just speech-only model.  So I had been working on that with PDI and we introduced that in 2000.  That became a tremendous hit.  It completely changed the way blind people used information portably.

And we were really excited about what the results were and, of course, it’s gone through many stages since then to become much more powerful in the long run.  Until the past couple of years, I kind of retired from managing the company. I still wanted to have a deaf-blind product.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.  

HALLIDAY:  And back in the old days at Telesensory, we had developed a product called the Telebraille.  It was basically a TTY (TeleTYpewriter) and you could do some face-to-face communication, but it wasn’t  a truly portable product. And so TSI stopped making that in the 90s and there hadn’t been anything out there for all those years and yet I felt like there was a population that really needed to be served. It is a great population and with the right technology, you know, they can communicate with whomever they want effectively. And for years, I’ve been able to communicate with them through email, but to deal face-to-face was always an issue.  So before I disappeared completely, I really wanted to make sure that there was a good deaf-blind communication device.  So we used the Braille mode as a foundation for that and added some cell phone technology to go along with it so that you’d have face-to-face communication.  Because of the funding out there, people still want TTYs, which is a very interesting thing.  (Chuckles.)  That’s a real problem in a way because TTY technology is so obsolete and there are so many other better things.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.  

HALLIDAY:  But the funding only is there for TTYs.  It’s just one of those crazy kinds of things.  But anyway, we made sure that it had a TTY built in to it.  It has great face-to-face communication capabilities.  And for the first time, deaf-blind people can send text messages to anybody and receive them from anybody else’s cell phone. And it’s a BrailleNote too, so you can activate all those more powerful features for word processing and web browsing and all those kinds of things. So that product, I think for the deaf-blind population is really going to change the way they communicate…and the way they deal with the world out there.   So during the years that I’ve spent…really 35 years that I’ve been involved in the industry now, and 20 of those were with HumanWare.  I was the CEO most of that time and then, as I said, I stepped down from there.  But it’s been a tremendously rewarding business to be in, I think, because you’re always changing lives. And I remember early on when I first got involved in the business side of it, the idea of selling was very distasteful to me.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.  

HALLIDAY:  And yet I felt like I needed to have that experience.  I needed to understand what selling was like.  And I realized, working for TSI in the old days and with HumanWare later on, that a real salesman doesn’t have a whole lot to do with selling something to someone.  It has something to do with asking questions, figuring out what the needs are and then figuring out how to meet those needs in some way with either the technology you serve or the training you provide or the technology that might exist somewhere else.

RUCKER:  Yes.  

HALLIDAY:  And if it doesn’t exist somewhere else, is it something we can develop, is there a market for that, can we afford to do it, are we going to get a return on that?  I mean there’s always that kind of concern that you have and a lot of times there’s an altruistic element I think in this industry…so people do produce products that may be a bit risky in terms of a return, and yet you have to get a return.  Otherwise, you can’t support the product, the product disappears and then there’s nothing there.  And we’ve seen some of those products that have never been replaced.  Products that were fabulous 20 years ago that could still be very useful to people with disabilities and yet they’ve disappeared now and they’re no longer available.  They may be serving some of those needs in different ways now, but there are still some products out there that are missing. They used to be there.
RUCKER:  Yes.  

HALLIDAY:  And electronic travel aids was something I mentioned early on, that’s something that I remember people could walk down a busy street at 5 o’clock in the afternoon with a cane and just weave through the traffic and not have to bump into things with the cane or to try to avoid things.  With an electronic travel aid, they were able to just weave through and avoid those obstacles, or find an obstacle out in the middle of space.  That’s another thing that’s very difficult for a blind person.  How do you find something if there’s no physical connection to it in any way once you’re sitting out in the middle of the parking lot or whatever.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.  

HALLIDAY:  It’s a shame that those kinds of devices either aren’t funded  or aren’t supported over time.  I think that running a business that requires you to make a profit has always been a challenge.  Selling products for six or eight thousand dollars that, where a normally-sighted person might be buying products that do similar things for a tenth of that price, how do you justify that?  And yet, if you don’t charge seven or eight thousand dollars, you end up being out of business.  You can’t support it. And you can’t continue developing.  You can’t continue creating new solutions.  So there’s always that challenge.  One of the things we tried to do through the years, I think, is pick up off-the-shelf technology so you capitalize on the technology that exists in the mainstream to bring your prices down.  But, almost inevitably, particularly in the world of Braille, you’re stuck with a technology that is extremely expensive to produce.  And those are only made in hundreds of unit, you know, rather than tens of thousands of units in a month.  That’s just a volume issue.  You can’t bring the price down.  Support is another issue I think that is always been a problem for us.  Always try to make sure that we provide good support when people need it.  I think small companies have a hard time providing 24-hour support every day for seven days a week.  That’s a very difficult thing to do.  So a lot of times, when people need the help, there’s nobody there to give it to them.

RUCKER:  Yes. 

HALLIDAY:  Also, training is an issue.  A lot of times, people say the product costs two thousand dollars but the training actually also cost two thousand dollars.  Otherwise, you’re not going to use the product properly and where do you get that training. So working with other agencies, we can provide the training through the company ourselves, but we could also provide training other ways and support partnerships with local agencies and individuals who provide training.  And that’s been an important thing.

RUCKER:  Um-hum.  

HALLIDAY:  We’ve produced a lot of speech technology though the years, everything from the early stages of synthesizers that worked with screen readers to more-recent things like the Victor readers and the stream, little like I-pod type technologies that blind people are using. And a lot of low vision technology, portable type  technologies.  One thing that I think, if I were going to stick around the industry for a while (chuckles), I still have some ideas on what to do on the low vision front.  One of the challenges that I think we have in our industry is that we don’t have the money to develop things from scratch.  You almost have to wait until the computer technology or the mainstream technology gets to the point where you can take that and put it inside your device and so the processing speed of technology, the memory capabilities, that’s something where prices are going down and down and down.  And as that happens, then you’re able to take more and more advantage of it.  I think we’re seeing that happening more. With this economy, though, it’s a difficult thing now.  So companies are not taking as many risks.  They’re going to continue producing the kinds of things that they’ve been doing for years.  It’s less risky, but they feel safer doing that.  I’d like to see some money out there to take a few more risks, because there’s some fabulous technology that’s sitting in the brains of some great developers out there that’s just not hitting the street.

RUCKER:  Yes. 

HALLIDAY:  Eventually, it probably will, but (chuckles) now I’m retired…

RUCKER:  (Chuckles.) 

HALLIDAY:  …so it’s going to come from somebody else, probably than from me.  I don’t know if that answers your question, but…

RUCKER:  Well, it certainly does.  I think if Helen Keller were here, she’d give you a big kiss for what you did in her area. 

HALLIDAY:  Oh!  (Laughs.)

RUCKER:  I won’t do that, but…(laughs)…  

HALLIDAY:  (Laughs.)

RUCKER:  I want to thank you.  It was so good to get a vendor’s perspective and one that’s done so many things

HALLIDAY:  Oh, good!  Well, it’s my pleasure.  Any time… thank you. 
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