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Introduction

Xilinx Inc. stands as a testament to the spirit of innovation and adaptability that
defines the American technology industry. Established in 1984, Xilinx charted a new
course for the semiconductor world, not only by inventing the field-programmable
gate array (FPGA) but also by pioneering the “fabless” business model—choosing to
focus on chip design, while leaving manufacturing to external partners. This unique
corporate experiment grew from a bold vision within the minds of a few trailblazing
engineers into a pillar of the global technology infrastructure, culminating in its
landmark acquisition by Advanced Micro Devices (AMD) in 2022.

This book, “Xilinx Inc: The Story of An American Company,” traces the company’s
evolution from a Silicon Valley start-up to a market leader that reshaped how we think
about custom hardware and system design. Through the efforts of co-founders Ross
Freeman, Bernard Vonderschmitt, and James V. Barnett Il, Xilinx challenged the status
quo, transforming an unproven concept—user-programmable silicon—into an industry
standard. The ripple effects of their innovation still reverberate across fields ranging
from telecommunications and cloud computing to automotive and healthcare.

As we follow the company’s journey, we will explore the crucial milestones that
defined Xilinx’s ascent: the frantic early years of innovation, the leap to the public
markets, global expansion, and the continuous release of breakthrough technologies.
Each phase brought its own challenges, from fierce competition and rapid
technological shifts to changing economic climates and evolving customer needs.
Through it all, Xilinx retained its identity as a leader, adapting its strategies while
resolutely advancing its mission.

Beyond technology and finance, Xilinx's story offers valuable insights into the ethos
and culture necessary to sustain high performance amid ceaseless change. From its
commitment to ethical business practices and environmental stewardship to
groundbreaking outreach and employee development programs, Xilinx strove to
ensure that its impact extended far beyond the bottom line. Its code of social
responsibility and active community engagement fostered trust and resilience within a
fast-paced industry.

The 2022 acquisition by AMD represented not just the end of Xilinx as a standalone
brand, but also the beginning of a new era in adaptive and high-performance
computing. The strategic union signaled a recognition of Xilinx’s indispensable role in
the semiconductor ecosystem and heralded a shift toward more heterogeneous,
flexible, and scalable computing solutions worldwide.
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In the chapters that follow, we will delve into the personal stories, technological
advancements, strategic decisions, and broader industry trends that together
comprise the legacy of Xilinx Inc. Through this lens, we hope to capture not just the
history of a company, but the enduring narrative of American innovation and
possibility.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of a Vision: The Founding of
Xilinx

Every revolutionary company begins with a spark—an idea so bold it initially sounds
impossible. For Xilinx, that spark ignited in the mind of Ross Freeman, an astute
engineer working at Zilog, a prominent integrated circuit and solid-state device
manufacturer in the early 1980s. Zilog, a subsidiary of the oil giant Exxon, was known

for its innovations in microprocessors, but even within such a forward-thinking
environment, Freeman’s concept was met with skepticism.

Freeman envisioned a new kind of computer chip, one that wasn't fixed in its function
but could be programmed by the user, much like a "blank tape" ready for recording. At
the time, this was a radical notion. Transistors, the fundamental building blocks of
integrated circuits, were precious commodities, expensive and scarce. The prevailing
wisdom in the semiconductor industry was to focus on mass-producing generic
circuits, as these offered the highest profit margins through sheer volume. Designing
and manufacturing specialized circuits for niche markets was seen as a complex
endeavor with limited financial return.

But Freeman saw beyond the conventional wisdom. He recognized that while
specialized circuits had lower profit margins individually, the ability to program a chip
in the field—a "Field-Programmable Gate Array" or FPGA—could make customized
circuits profitable by allowing a single chip design to serve many different specialized
needs. This flexibility would be a game-changer for equipment manufacturers,
reducing the reliance on costly and time-consuming custom chip fabrication.

Despite the clear potential, Freeman couldn't convince Zilog to invest in his vision. The
estimated market for FPGAs at the time was around $100 million, a figure Zilog
deemed too small to warrant significant investment. Undeterred, Freeman decided to
pursue his idea elsewhere. He left Zilog, teaming up with James V. Barnett Il, another
former Zilog colleague who shared his entrepreneurial spirit.

Their quest led them to Bernard Vonderschmitt, a seasoned semiconductor veteran.
Vonderschmitt, then 60 years old, brought a wealth of experience to the nascent
venture, having spent two decades at RCA, where he headed the solid-state division,
before joining Zilog as a vice-president and general manager. His deep understanding
of the industry and his track record in management were precisely what the ambitious
project needed.

With the core team assembled—Freeman with his groundbreaking idea, Barnett with

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

his drive, and Vonderschmitt with his experience and gravitas—the trio set out to
secure the necessary funding. Their combined brainpower and compelling vision
allowed them to attract $4.5 million in venture capital, a crucial sum that would enable
them to design the world's first commercially viable FPGA.

In February 1984, Xilinx Inc. was officially incorporated in San Jose, California, marking
the formal beginning of their audacious journey. The name "Xilinx" itself was a clever
nod to the very technology they were creating. The "X"s at each end represented the
programmable logic blocks, while "linx" symbolized the programmable links
connecting these blocks. The "Si" embedded within the name subtly referenced
silicon, the fundamental material of their chips.

From its humble beginnings, Xilinx embarked on the challenging path of transforming
Freeman's "far out" concept into a tangible product. The company's initial focus was
on developing their patented Logic Cell Array technology, which would form the
foundation of their first FPGA. This technology was designed to offer both high density
and a flexible architecture, combining the best aspects of traditional gate arrays with
the programmability that was Xilinx's hallmark.

By November 1985, less than two years after its incorporation, Xilinx began selling its
first product. This initial FPGA, coupled with user-friendly software, allowed customers
to program and customize the chips for their specific needs, thereby fulfilling
Freeman's original vision of a "blank tape" for silicon. This was a pivotal moment, not
just for Xilinx, but for the entire semiconductor industry, ushering in an era where
specialized, user-configurable hardware became a reality.
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