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DesignCon is a conference in Santa Clara, California, late January or early February each
year, attracting signal and power integrity practitioners from around the globe [1].
People who started to attend this conference in recent years, may not know that –even
though DesignCon’s history is not as long as some other professional conferences, such
as the ones sponsored by IEEE- DesignCon started about twenty-five years ago.
My first personal experience with what later became DesignCon as we know it today,
was almost exactly twenty years ago to the day when this column goes online. On April
5, 1993, in Budapest, Hungary, there was a High Speed Digital Design Symposium.
Figure 1 shows the front page of the flyer.

Figure 1: Front page of the conference flyer for the April 5, 1993 High Speed Digital
Design Symposium, sponsored by Hewlett Packard.

For the younger generation it is worth mentioning that Hewlett Packard in those years
was mostly known for their measurement solutions provided by the business unit that
later became Agilent. There were two tracks in the symposium: one about High Speed
System Design and one for Digital Communications Design. Figure 2 shows the papers,
presenters and abstracts of Track A, High Speed Digital Design.

Figure 2: Presentations in the High Speed Digital Design track.
\
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Figure 3: Page 21 of Michael Conn’s paper describing the benefits of the 2-mil
laminates.
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Each paper presentation was an hour-long session, and the day concluded with
demonstrations by the presenters in the spacious hallway. I remember among others
Michael Williams demonstrating the clock jitter and skew with his custom-built circuit,
the demonstration with fine-pitch probes measuring the signals on a multi-chip module (it
is also shown on the front page in Figure 1), the close-field probe measurements of PCB
radiation by Michael Conn and Henri Merkelo demonstrating the compensation options
of via discontinuities. The big news in those days: Is it possible to run a system at 100
MHz clock speed that was designed for 50 MHz.? Most papers focused on signal
integrity, though in those years even the term signal integrity was not widely used yet.
Power integrity had no dedicated paper at this conference, but if we read the papers
carefully, we can find several related topics, which later became important pieces of
power integrity. For instance, Michael Conn’s paper, Printed Circuit Design Techniques
for the Control of Electromagnetic Interference, devoted three pages and five slides to the
Buried Capacitance concept from Zycon Corporation. The third of these pages is
reproduced in Figure 3. In case you are interested in reading the full paper but can not
find it, read on: it will become available.
When I tried to locate proceedings of this conference from earlier years, I came up
empty. Unfortunately these conference proceedings did not have an ISBN number, and
to confuse things further, there were also other events with similar names. Based on the
proceedings I have from 1993, I tried to find at least some of those papers on line. It
turns out that there are a few websites dedicated to preserving the technical history of
Hewlett Packard, one of them is [2], maintained by Glenn Robb, which under the HP
Seminars header had one (and only one) scanned paper from the US version of this High
Speed Digital Design Symposium. When I asked around among my friends and
colleagues, who had more direct information about the early years of this conference
series, Karl Kachigan from Agilent offered a brief summary from first-hand experience.
Karl was one of the team that created Design SuperCon, and offered his perspective.
Karl wrote in an e-mail:
“A group in the Americas created the first High Speed Digital Seminar in 1989. It was
given in the HP Santa Clara office by HP marketing folks. For the next few years, 19902, that seminar evolved using some consultants to create and deliver some presentations,
and was delivered at several cities in the US. In 1993, we again ran the seminar tour and
first did one in Europe. In 1994, seminar tours focused on ATM/Broadband and
Communications. To simplify equipment setup, we created custom carts that could be
wheeled into the hotels and back onto a big 18-wheel moving van. The carts stored the
equipment beneath, and showcased it on top. There were custom back boards with
signage. I remember having to wheel these things around.
At that point, it was getting difficult to coordinate the consultants, equipment, and travel
to multiple cities. We had enlisted a moving company to get stuff from city to city, so
just getting schedules setup was a challenge. We determined that it would be better to
hold a symposium in one city over a few days instead of a seminar tour in 8 cities.
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The concept of the HP Design SuperCon was to solicit paper topics from consultants,
provide some funding to those that looked best, and have them create a paper and
associated demo of HP gear (actually, we used this process for the seminar tours in 1990
and on). The demos were in another area in a trade show format with the movable carts.
We aggregated topics into 3 or 4 tracks -- typically high speed design, system design,
package design, and ASIC/IC design. In 1995, we held the first HP DesignSuperCon at
the Santa Clara Marriott hotel. We had a big tent outside for registration, used a large
room for the tradeshow, and several other rooms a bit of a walk away for the papers.
Books were printed for each of the tracks. I have one from the system design track. I left
many others with someone in EEsof when I left the group. The papers were never
available in electronic form, not even pdfs, so if you found anything, it was likely a scan
of the pages from the book. I found the 1995 call for papers, which provides some
interesting insight into that first DesignSuperCon.
We branched out and held the event in the US and Japan for the next few years. We had
easily outgrown the Marriott hotel and looked for another venue, which was the Santa
Clara Convention Center. We started there in 1996, and targeting the last week of
January for the show each year. In 1998, I think we dropped the "Super" from the name
and it was then just called DesignCon.
In 2000, when the Internet bubble burst and HP had to cut expenses, we worked with the
IEC for them to own the DesignCon show. They drove the key decisions, solicited
people to join the technical review committee, and expanded it from an HP only event to
an open event. HP/Agilent continued to be active in many aspects of the show and paid
appropriate sponsor fees. I was involved with DesignCon again from 2003 to 2010 as the
Agilent liaison. In 2003 we created an Executive Forum aimed at discussing the
challenges managers experienced. In 2004, it evolved into a management track, which
was quickly embraced by the EDA companies. In 2003, a DesignCon East was started in
the Boston area, attempting to appeal to those on the East Coast. Unfortunately, it never
had high attendance and last happened in 2005. In 2004, a Euro DesignCon appeared but
the costs were high and I think it happened only once.
To this day, DesignCon has been fairly true to its roots -- papers created by experts to
train others on leading edge topics with a tradeshow that is fairly tame compared with the
big shows like DAC, MTT, etc.”
In recent years DesignCon is managed by UBM and the DesignCon East events restarted
a few years ago [4]. Unfortunately as Karl confirmed, there is little chance to find the
conference proceedings in a public library, but thanks to websites like [2], scanned papers
from these conferences will be made available if people who have their own copies of the
conference proceedings are willing to scan it and send the files to Glenn Robb. In the
coming weeks I am going to scan the proceedings from 1993; you can already read the
first scanned item at [5].
If you are interested in the recent activities around DesignCon, you can follow the
DesignCon Community website at [6].
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