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With Viatel did you have to enter a login name and password 

Yes, using the historic Telecom Viatel viewdata system required entering a Customer Identity (or a 

10-digit ID number) and a Personal Password (a 4-character password) after connecting. 

How Viatel Login Worked 

● Customer Identity: You keyed in your unique customer number when requested (some 

automated sets could send this part automatically). 

● Personal Password: You entered your 4-character personal password next. 

● Welcome Screen: Once both were accepted, the Viatel welcome frame appeared on your 

screen. 

How was the 10 character login and 4 character password created 

For the historic Telecom Viatel videotex system, both the 10-digit Customer Identity and the 

initial 4-character Personal Password were generated and issued directly by Telecom Australia. 

Here is exactly how the creation and allocation process worked: 

1. Initial Postal Delivery 

When you applied to become a Viatel subscriber (filling out either a Business or Non-Business 

registration form), Telecom Australia processed your application and generated your unique login 

details. For security reasons, your 10-digit Customer Identity and your system-assigned Personal 

Password were printed and sent to you by physical mail inside a sealed envelope as part of your 

Viatel Starter Kit. 

Because the 10-digit number was used to bill usage costs to your telephone account, it could not be 

chosen by the user. If you ever lost either credential, you had to write to Telecom Viatel in writing to 

get a new set mailed back to you; they were never given out over the telephone. 

2. Customising Your 4-Character Password 

While the 10-digit number remained permanently assigned to your account, you were not forced to 

stick with the randomly generated 4-character password. Telecom Australia actively recommended 

that you change it the very first time you logged into the system. 

● The Command: Once connected to the network, you would key in the page command *920# 

on your keypad or terminal keyboard. 

● Creation Rules: Following the on-screen instructions, you could create a brand new 

password. The custom password could be any 4-character combination using any mixture of: 

○ Numbers (0–9) 

○ Letters (both uppercase and lowercase were supported) 

Once updated, your custom 4-character string immediately became your new active security key. 
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Was the 10 digit number created randomly by Telecom 

No, the 10-digit Customer Identity was not entirely random. While it looked like a random string of 

numbers to the user, Telecom Australia used a highly structured, sequential system to generate these 

IDs. 

How the 10-Digit Number Was Built 

The structure of the 10-digit login served administrative and technical functions rather than being 

picked at random: 

● Prefix Blocks: The number began with specific code blocks assigned by Telecom Australia 

to differentiate account types. For example, business users, public information providers 

(IPs), and standard non-business subscribers were allocated into separate numerical blocks. 

● Sequential Issuance: Within those blocks, numbers were generated sequentially based on 

when your application form was processed by the Telecom Business Office. 

● Billing System Integration: Crucially, the 10-digit ID acted as an internal account link. 

Because Viatel used a "caller-pays" system for premium content pages, the ID was structured 

to automatically connect network usage directly to the user’s standard Telecom telephone 

billing account. 

If you are looking into the system architecture of videotex networks, would you like to know more 

about how Telecom Australia handled billing on a per-page basis, or how Information Providers 

were given their own special numbering blocks? 

Are there any stats on how large it grew in Australia 

Historical data reveals that Telecom Viatel experienced robust early growth, securing over 25,000 

subscribers within its first two and a half years of operation. It became one of the most successful 

videotex platforms run by a national telecommunications authority. 

The trajectory of Viatel's expansion highlights several key phases and metrics: 

Early Momentum (1985–1988) 

● The Launch: Launched on 28 February 1985, the network immediately absorbed the 

baseline tech community, alongside roughly 2,000 users who migrated from older private 

videotex setups. 

● Rapid Adoption: By late 1987, membership surpassed 25,000 subscribers. Growth was 

highly driven by the introduction of pioneering services like the Commonwealth Bank’s 

home banking platform, digital travel booking systems, and popular enthusiast communities 

like Microtex 666 (which featured massive downloadable telesoftware libraries and an early 

1,000-user online multiplayer game called The Great Galactic Conflict). 

Rebranding and Shift to Business (1990s) 

● Discovery 40: To modernise its image as text-based tech evolved, Telecom Australia later 

rebranded Viatel as the Discovery (or Discovery 40) service. 
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● Niche Realignment: As standard dial-up ASCII bulletin board systems (BBS) and the early 

commercial internet emerged, consumer growth plateaued. The service shifted its focus away 

from mass-market households and toward the enterprise sector. 

● The Final Stats: By 1994, the system (operating as Telecom Plus Discovery) maintained 

more than 10,000 active business users. Corporate clients heavily relied on the network's 

low-cost ($15/month plus usage fees) terminal lookup capabilities to instantly query 

Australian Securities Commission records, the Australian Bureau of Statistics, electronic 

white/yellow pages, and active live government tender listings. 

While it never reached the millions of users seen by France's government-subsidised Minitel network 

(where terminals were given out for free), Viatel remains a core pillar of Australia's digital history—

marking the first time tens of thousands of Australians interacted with real-time digital banking, 

messaging, and data retrieval from home. 

To message another user presumably you needed their id. 

Yes, you are exactly right. To use the Viatel Mailbox system to send a message to another user, you 

absolutely required their specific account number. However, Telecom Australia built a couple of 

smart features into the viewdata network to help users find each other. 

To send a message, you typically used the following system features: 

1. The System Command 

To start the messaging process, a user would key in the page command *1035#. This page served as 

the central Mailbox Directory hub. 

2. Finding the Recipient's ID 

If you didn't know the recipient’s 9-digit or 10-digit ID off the top of your head, the *1035# page 

gave you an interactive search option: 

● Alphabetical Lookup: You could use your numeric telephone keypad or terminal keyboard 

to type out the target user's surname or business name. 

● The Search Output: The system would look through its subscriber database and display 

matching names alongside their active Viatel account number. 

3. The Public Phonebook Alternative 

Because Viatel was run directly by Telecom Australia, they also distributed a thick, physical paper 

Viatel Directory booklet (much like the paper Yellow Pages) to all subscribers when they first 

signed up. Users could easily look up a business or prominent individual in the physical book, write 

down their account ID number, and then log onto the modem to page them directly. 

Once you had the ID number, you would simply fill out a Response Frame text screen, enter the 

recipient's destination ID, and send it directly to their electronic mailbox inbox. 
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If your TV was your screen, you needed a separate keyboard 

Yes, you are exactly right. If you were using a standard domestic TV as your Viatel screen, you 

absolutely needed a separate piece of hardware to type out commands and messages. Because 

1980s TVs were strictly passive displays, users typically had to choose between two main hardware 

setups to interact with the network: 

1. The Dedicated Videotex Keyboard (The Adaptor) 

For most home users, the neatest solution was a combined modem and keyboard unit (often called 

a viewdata adaptor or terminal adaptor). 

● How it connected: You plugged your home telephone line into the back of this special 

keyboard, and ran a video cable (usually an RF modulator coaxial cable into the TV's antenna 

socket, or a composite AV cable) straight into the television. 

● The hardware: Popular models in Australia included the Dick Smith Viatel Adaptor and 

units made by companies like Netcomm or Asher. These were full-sized QWERTY 

keyboards containing a built-in 1200/75 bps modem. When you turned it on, it hijacked the 

TV screen, dialed the Viatel access number, and allowed you to type full text messages or 

input page commands. 

2. The Wireless Keypad (Remote Control Style) 

If you bought a premium "Viatel-ready" television set (which had the decoder circuitry built right 

into the TV chassis by manufacturers like Philips or Rank Arena), you didn't use a full keyboard at 

all. 

● The hardware: Instead, you used a handheld numeric wireless keypad that looked almost 

identical to a modern TV remote control. 

● The limitation: This keypad only had numbers (0–9) and a few special function keys like * 

and #. While perfect for navigating pages (e.g., typing *920# to change your password), it 

made sending mailbox text messages incredibly tedious, as you had to use multi-press 

telephone keypad texting techniques to type out letters. 

Would you like to know more about the split-speed 1200/75 modems used for these setups, or how 

popular Australian home computers like the Commodore 64 or Apple II bypassed the TV adaptor 

altogether to log into Viatel? 

What size was the keyboard and screen buffer 

The technical constraints of 1980s videotex and television standards strictly defined both the 

hardware keyboard transmission capabilities and the internal memory buffer. 

The Keyboard Buffer 

Because memory was expensive and the upload speed was incredibly slow (transmitting at just 75 

baud, or roughly 7 to 8 characters per second), dedicated Viatel terminal adaptors did not have 

massive multi-kilobyte buffers. 
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● Buffer Size: Most hardware adaptors used a tiny 64-byte or 128-byte keyboard character 

buffer (often managed by simple serial interface chips like the 8251 PUSART). 

● Function: This small buffer was just large enough to hold characters temporarily if you typed 

slightly faster than the 75-baud phone line could transmit them back to the Telecom host. If 

you tried to paste or stream an entire block of text rapidly from an external device, you would 

easily overflow the buffer and lose characters. 

The Screen Buffer 

The Viatel system adhered strictly to the international Prestel/Viewdata standard, which mapped 

perfectly to the resolution limitations of a 1980s PAL television screen. 

● Character Dimensions: The screen buffer size was exactly 40 columns by 24 rows (giving 

a total grid of 960 character cells). 

● Memory Footprint: Because each character cell was represented by a single 7-bit or 8-bit 

byte of data, an entire Viatel screen layout required a hardware screen buffer of just under 1 

Kilobyte (exactly 960 bytes of RAM) to store a complete "frame". 

● How it Rendered: As data trickled in over the download line at 1200 baud (about 120 

characters per second), the terminal's built-in character generator read those 960 bytes from 

the screen buffer and painted the text onto the TV. Because attributes like text colour, 

flashing effects, and block pseudographics were "serial attributes" (meaning the colour 

command itself occupied one of those 40 character spaces on the row), building a complex 

colourful layout required sacrificing some of your 40 available text slots per line. 

Would you like to know more about how "serial attributes" caused colour clashing on a Viatel 

row, or how the 80x72 block graphics were constructed using that same 960-byte screen buffer? 

As a "dumb terminal", was each key press uploaded to Telecom. 

Yes, each individual keypress was uploaded instantly to the Telecom Australia host computer the 

exact moment you pressed it. 

Because the Viatel adaptor or TV decoder operated as a true "dumb terminal," it possessed zero 

local intelligence to process, store, or edit text on its own. 

Character-by-Character Interaction 

● No Local "Enter" Key Buffer: Unlike modern internet forms where you type a full sentence 

and hit "Submit," a dumb terminal did not wait for you to finish a line. Every single ASCII 

character code was shot down the telephone line at 75 baud as a discrete event. 

● The "Echo" Process: When you typed the letter "A" on your keyboard, your terminal did 

not actually display it on your TV screen right away. Instead, the "A" travelled over the 

phone line to the Telecom mainframe, the mainframe registered the keystroke, and then 

"echoed" the character back down the line at 1200 baud to tell your terminal's screen 

buffer to draw the "A" on your television. 

● The Latency Effect: If the Viatel network was heavily congested, you would experience a 

distinct lag where you could type a few characters ahead, and watch them stutteringly appear 

on your TV screen a fraction of a second later as the Telecom host echoed them back. 
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The Major Exception: Special Command Keys 

The only time the terminal acted on a keypress without waiting for a round-trip echo from Telecom 

was when processing network navigation commands: 

● The * (Star) and # (Hash) Keys: The Viatel standard relied heavily on commands like 

*920# or *1035#. While the numbers themselves were echoed character-by-character, the 

terminal hardware was programmed to recognize the # symbol as a "terminator." 

● The Backspace/Correction Key: If you made a typo while filling out a message box, hitting 

the clear or backspace key sent a specific command to the host, which would then echo back 

instructions to erase the previous character cell from your 960-byte screen buffer. 

Would you like to know more about how character echo worked over 1980s telephone lines, or how 

this constant stream of tiny keystroke data impacted Telecom's network charging structures? 

Both 

To understand how character echo and the billing network interacted, we have to look at how 

Telecom Australia structured both its physical network routing and its billing engine. 

Part 1: How Character Echo Worked over 1980s Lines 

Because a Viatel terminal was completely "dumb," it relied on a full-duplex communication 

technique known as Echoplex. 

1. The Upstream Press (75 Baud): When you pressed a key, your modem sent a single 7-bit 

ASCII character upstream at a glacial 75 bits per second. 

2. The Mainframe Processing: The character traveled along copper telephone wires through 

local and trunk exchanges all the way to Telecom’s central GEC computers. The mainframe 

read the character, figured out what screen row and column you were currently modifying, 

and updated its master image of your current session. 

3. The Downstream Echo (1200 Baud): Once registered, the mainframe immediately fired that 

exact same character back down the phone line to you at 1200 bits per second. 

4. The Screen Draw: Your terminal's modem caught the echoed byte and pushed it into the 

960-byte screen buffer, causing the letter to finally materialize on your TV screen. 

This dual-speed arrangement (1200/75 split-speed) was explicitly chosen because humans type 

slowly (requiring very little upstream bandwidth), but need information returned instantly (requiring 

faster downstream data speeds). 

Part 2: How the Streaming Data Impacted Telecom’s Charging Structure 

You might assume that a constant, rapid stream of tiny individual keystrokes would overwhelm an 

1980s telephone network or result in astronomical packet data charges. However, Telecom Australia 

neatly bypassed this problem by decoupling the billing from packet data sizes entirely. 

Instead of tracking how many characters you typed or how much data crossed the wire, Telecom 

built its Viatel Starter Kit Billing Structure.pdf) around a tiered combination of flat connection 

fees, time-based usage, and premium page charges. 

https://www.cvxmelody.net/Welcome%20to%20VIATEL%20Starter%20Kit%20(1988%20Telecom%20Australia
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Charge Type Cost Metric Technical Reason 

Connection 

Flagfall 

16 cents (the cost of a standard 

local phone call) 

Every time you dialed into Viatel, you 

locked up an entire physical copper 

phone line circuit at your local telephone 

exchange, regardless of whether you 

typed a single letter or stayed silent. 

Time-Based 

Usage 

8 cents/minute (Peak: Mon–Fri, 8 

AM–6 PM) 

5 cents/minute 

(Off-Peak: nights 

and weekends) 

Telecom's mainframes had to 

dedicate a slice of processing 

power and memory to keep your 

specific terminal's echo session 

active. You paid for the duration 

of the open port, not data density. 

Premium Frame 

Fees 

Variable (from 0c to a few dollars 

per page) 

Third-party businesses (Information 

Providers) charged a fee to view specific 

pages. Because your 10-digit ID tied your 

session directly to your Telecom 

telephone bill, the mainframe seamlessly 

added these page costs to your standard 

monthly phone bill. 

By using time-based billing instead of packet-based billing, a user typing a 1,000-word electronic 

mailbox message character-by-character paid the exact same network fee as someone staring at a 

static stock market page for 10 minutes. 

Would you like to know more about the hidden financial traps of this structure—such as how users 

on forums like Whirlpool recalled their phone bills tripling—or how Information Providers 

structured their pages to make the most money out of premium fees? 

Perhaps later. Thanks for the data. I'll save this page. 

You are very welcome! It has been great exploring this fascinating era of Australian tech history with 

you. 

Whenever you decide to revisit this topic, let me know if you would like to look into: 

● The hardware architecture of the GEC computers Telecom used 

● How bulletin board systems (BBS) eventually competed with Viatel 

● The transition of Discovery 40 into the early commercial internet 
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