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BIO: 

Damian Black is the founder and CEO 

of SQLstream, a pioneer in Streaming 

Big Data. Damian has worked for al-

most two decades in Silicon Valley, 

with senior roles in a variety of com-

panies including Hewlett-Packard, 

Neustar, Xacct Technologies and Fol-

lowap. He has always focused on 

real-time data platforms for the larg-

est Internet scale applications, and 

has run country, sales, solutions and 

engineering organizations, spoken at 

many conferences, and was on Gi-

gaOM’s first Big Data panel in 

2008. Originally from the UK, Damian 

graduated with the top first at Man-

chester University department of 

Computer Science and was one of the 

first research scientists to join HPLabs 

Europe. He was selected for the In-

ternational Management Challenge in 

conjunction with the Financial Times 

and Ashridge business school while at 

Hewlett-Packard. Damian is the au-

thor of eleven granted patents with 

five more pending. 

 

About SQLstream Inc.: 

SQLstream Inc. (www.sqlstream.com) 

makes systems responsive to real-

time operational Big Data. SQLstream 

enables organizations to query their 

log, sensor and service data directly, 

and to share streaming operational 

intelligence with external systems, 

continuously and in real-time. 

SQLstream is built on a standards-

based, distributed and massively par-

allel architecture, and uses industry 

standard SQL for the rapid analysis of 

high volume, real-time data streams. 

Standards mean lower costs, proven 

performance and seamless integra-

tion. Headquartered in San Francisco, 

CA, SQLstream is transforming the 

world of real-time, Big Data stream 

management.  

 

Interview conducted by: 

Lynn Fosse, Senior Editor 

CEOCFO Magazine 

 

CEOCFO: Mr. Black, would you tell 

us about SQLstream? 

Mr. Black: SQLstream is a company 

that processes large volumes of data, 

Big Data, continuously and in real-

time. It handles everything from data 

integration on a continuous basis to 

real-time analytics, to real-time alert-

ing and data transformation, every-

thing you want to do in real-time with 

minimal latency.  

 

CEOCFO: What were some of the 

most difficult challenges in putting it 

together and how do you continue to 

innovate? 

Mr. Black: The biggest challenge was 

the huge engineering undertaking. 

We decided to adopt the SQL stan-

dard, up to the 2008 standard, which 

has evolved now for over three dec-

ades. There is a lot in the standard 

and SQLstream is close to 1.3 million 

lines of code - to visualize that, it is 

about two hundred and sixty thousand 

pages of program code, and hundreds 

of engineering years of effort. Finding 

people to invest upfront to help us pay 

for that effort was difficult, so we de-

cided that we would bootstrap. We 

took the cost on our own shoulders for 

the first five years, and supplemented 

income with consulting work based 

upon our expertise until we got the 

core product completed. We then 

took on more conventional capital 

raising. 

 

CEOCFO: What are some of the ca-

pabilities of your product that might 

not be available in competitors? 

Mr. Black: Right now, we believe we 

are the only product on the market-

place that implements standard SQL 

queries running against live data 

without storing the data first. That 

means you can create any number of 

queries that operate upon data as it 

comes straight off the wire, process-

ing streaming log file and machine 

data, sensor and service data, com-
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bining it all in real-time. By streaming 

data we mean a continuous, never-

ending stream of real-time records, 

each with a time stamp, and process-

ing them continuously without storing 

any data first. All the queries run con-

tinuously, outputting the results to any 

waiting applications. There is no other 

company that does it. There are a few 

companies that have query-like capa-

bilities that run continuously but they 

are all based upon proprietary lan-

guages. Some are SQL-like, but in 

every instance that we are aware of, 

you have to generate a program with 

perhaps SQL-like features. If you 

want to change the queries, or make 

any other modification while the sys-

tem is running, then you basically 

have to bring those applications 

down, rebuild them, and start again. 

Whereas with SQLstream, we want 

you to be able to leverage your corpo-

rate information dynamically, and not 

have to store the data first, so you 

can share it with those key ap-

plications, departments and 

partner businesses, in real-

time. Obviously, this means 

being able to add and 

change queries without hav-

ing to stop applications and 

bring them down. We also can do this 

on a massive Big Data scale, and with 

performance and scalability that no 

one else can match, and at a price 

point which we believe to be much 

more cost effective than other prod-

ucts such as Splunk for example.    

 

CEOCFO: What are some of the 

more common scenarios that people 

are using your service for, and what 

are some of the things that people 

might not even realize that could be 

done, but because of your capabili-

ties, they can achieve? 

 Mr. Black: One of the main chal-

lenges is that there are lots of servers 

out there in people’s IT infrastructure 

that are spewing out information into 

log files. Embedded in those records 

is important information about cus-

tomer behavior, network problems, 

software errors, and quality of service 

issues. There might be indications of 

disaffection within customers, perhaps 

indications of fraud or security viola-

tions and you need to be able to ac-

cess and integrate all of that stream-

ing information in real-time. One other 

company in this area is called Splunk, 

who recently had a very successful 

IPO. It is a very well regarded com-

pany, but there is not very much in 

the technology. This is where 

SQLstream excels. Taking advantage 

means integrating what is known as 

“Big Data” in real-time, processing 

petabytes of data that are being 

spewed out continuously across your 

servers. You also want to integrate 

this data with other streams of infor-

mation from databases, and from 

smartphones, or GPS and location-

based data, and pull it all together in a 

short enough time frame that you can 

actually act upon it. In areas such as 

location based-services, there is no 

point sending someone an alert that 

there is a gas price reduction on the 

gas stations on the exit of the freeway 

that they have just passed. You need 

to get it out before then. No one wants 

to be told, for example, that crooks 

have broken into your system, and 

have stolen all of your data twenty-

four hours ago. You want to know that 

crooks are now trying to break into 

your system, and you want to try to 

prevent that. Anything where you 

want to take action in less than fifteen 

minutes, as close to real-time as pos-

sible, you need a new approach and 

that is really the problem that we 

solve and address. We address that 

with very large volumes of data in a 

very scalable, cost effective manner.  

 

CEOCFO: Are most companies 

aware today of the need to make use 

of Big Data, or is it still somewhat 

newer and not yet in major adoption? 

 Mr. Black: Many people have Big 

Data but they do not necessarily know 

they have it. Much of this is machine 

data, particularly log files that are just 

being archived off or overwritten, and 

people are unaware of the errors and 

information that these log files con-

tain. On your laptop, there will be log 

files that are being created all the 

time, containing details on problems 

with device drivers or software appli-

cations, or maybe people even trying 

to break in under the firewall and try 

to access your private information. All 

that kind of information is sitting 

there, but you may be unaware of it. 

Now imagine an organization with 

hundreds or thousands of PCs, hun-

dreds or thousands of servers. The 

amount of log information is huge. 

When you look at companies that run 

their businesses over the cloud, they 

have similar problems, conditions, 

and data, which they could be taking 

advantage of in order to be more pro-

active in addressing problems before 

they actually occur. This would enable 

them to offer a more “real-time re-

sponsive” service or product to their 

customers, and to stay one step 

ahead of their competitors. Other ex-

amples we are seeing include every-

thing from supermarkets’ real-time 

customer loyalty programs, real-time 

profiling of e-Commerce customers, 

location-based data for preventing 

congestion of roads or networks in 

real-time, enabling cloud 

computing platforms to de-

tect systems that are run-

ning unexpectedly hot that 

will eventually degrade the 

service, and telematics look-

ing at predicting the health of devices 

and systems through remote monitor-

ing.  The list could continue ad in-

finitium. Healthcare is another area 

that we expect will become very 

popular in the future with people want-

ing to get real-time interpretation of 

medical data science and so on. In-

creasingly, the world is connected 

with inexpensive 3G and 4G net-

works, and with access to computing 

power that we just have not seen be-

fore, even from your iPhone or iPad, 

or your Android device. There is a lot 

of opportunity. It is really down to 

people being able to leverage and 

harness all of the information that is 

potentially available, in real-time, so 

they can take actions before the con-

sequences become damaging.  

 

CEOCFO: You have a number of 

products that you are offering. Do 

most of your customers take advan-

tage of the full range of your ser-

vices?  

Mr. Black: Different customers have 

different focus points. Some people 

“If you believe in Big Data, and you believe that 

the world is moving to lower latency, real-time 

systems, you definitely should be looking at 

SQLstream.”- Damian Black 
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want raw power and performance in 

the engine. Other people want more 

of a complete solution, and so they 

want to have, perhaps, data visualiza-

tion along with outputting the data into 

applications, integrating applications 

as live data is coming through, and 

generating alerts in real-time. It really 

varies according to what the needs 

are of particular customers. We have 

many partners as well that help and 

assist. Probably the biggest benefit is 

that we built everything around indus-

try standards. There are literally mil-

lions of people out there who are fa-

miliar with SQL, the SQL language, 

and are able to therefore to be able to 

take advantage of SQLstream. 

 

CEOCFO: The difference is really 

night and day from right now data and 

data from sometime back, correct? 

Mr. Black: We think so. That is why 

we spent five years bootstrapping, 

spending our own money and capital 

in building this solution. In the past, I 

bet you have recollections of frustra-

tions if you lived with cell phones and 

so on. I remember when you would hit 

that threshold of minutes on your call-

ing plan, and suddenly, the billing rate 

would shoot up, and it would only tell 

you how much you would use up to 

about a couple of days ago. All it 

takes is one long business call, or an 

unexpectedly long call with a friend, 

or your spouse, or forgetting to hang 

up the phone and you would run up a 

whole bunch of minutes, and you 

suddenly get the huge telephone bill 

arriving in an envelope a little bit wid-

er than usual to accommodate the 

extra digits, and you are in shock! 

What has happened is, people now 

expect that everything is integrated, 

real-time, that the latency is squeezed 

out, and that you actually get up-to-

date information. The Internet has 

raised our expectations, which have 

been further raised by Smartphones 

and a new connected world of high-

speed networks. The world is really 

changing to the point where it is not 

good enough to get the answers 

twelve hours out of date.  Today, if 

you get information twelve seconds 

out of date you start getting annoyed.  

 

I was born in the U.K. originally, but I 

have been living in the States for six-

teen years, and I have two American 

children, so I see myself as an Ameri-

can. Obviously, we think about Amer-

ica as a very important market and a 

very important part of the world, and 

we are used to thinking about over-

night windows of processing. Now, so 

many services and products are truly 

global that there is no overnight win-

dow. To somebody, your nighttime is 

going to be their daytime, and so 

there is no chance to catch up and do 

all of the data management grungy 

stuff during the dark hours. You have 

to be keeping things up-to-date all of 

the time. This is another area that is 

driving the needs of continuously pro-

cessing real-time information, and 

squeezing the latency out of every-

thing.  

 

CEOCFO: When you speak with pro-

spective customers, do they get it 

immediately? Do they understand the 

difference or is there an ‘aha’ mo-

ment?  

Mr. Black: There is very much an 

‘aha’ moment, but it is hard to predict. 

We have been doing this for so many 

years, that for us it has just seems 

completely obvious, and a bit like if 

you have been using word processors 

for a decade, you cannot really imag-

ine people using a typewriter. But the 

typewriter mentality is still out there 

when it comes to data processing. We 

definitely need that transition to be 

made, and so we have to keep telling 

the rest of the world. One example I 

can talk about is this: we are talking 

about processing streaming data con-

tinuously, and about how you can 

analyze data and gain real-time visi-

bility into things like your customer 

loyalty programs, and what promo-

tions you may want to offer to a cus-

tomer on-site, at the point of sale, 

perhaps in a supermarket. What we 

did not realize is that people, first of 

all, simply would not tell us the whole 

story, and then somebody will be bold 

enough to say, “We do not have any 

real-time data. We do not have any 

sources of information to process.” 

Then we ask, “Well, do you have log 

files that are being updated with in-

ventory information and transactions 

details, by someone who is at the 

sales terminal, perhaps scanning 

something?” “Oh yeah, they are writ-

ten to log files, and then, we pick 

those log files up once a week, and 

we process them”. -Well, you do not 

have to do that. You can process 

those log files as the records are be-

ing written to them, and there is a 

stream of information that can be 

tapped into. That, first of all, was a big 

‘aha’ for many people, that log files 

could be sources of continuous, real-

time data. You do not have to wait 

until those files are finished and 

closed and then store and process 

them later. You can be processing 

information continuously. The second 

‘aha’ comes from people thinking, 

“So, you mean you can really use 

standard SQL, and you can run these 

queries forever, and they will give you 

the results back in real-time?” The 

way that I try to illustrate this is in 

terms of a Google search. Most of the 

queries that most of us today do will 

be in the form of using Google to find 

products, a flight, or something like 

that. What we will do is we will tend to 

look for a particular item— gift search 

is very appropriate this time of year 

looking for Christmas presents. Are 

you looking for that bargain, or that 

particular special price, or special 

promotion, or even maybe finding a 

particular product that you want and 

you cannot find out there? You invest 

a large amount of time repeatedly 

putting those queries in, searching, 

looking around, querying again, may-

be repeating until the prices change, 

try it another day, and keep repeating 

it. That is the old model of searching 

and repeating the queries, and getting 

the same old answers back again, 

and trying to see if there is any differ-

ence, any new information. Have the 

prices changed? Are they the same 

as yesterday? The SQLstream model 

is different. You put the query in once, 

and it will just tell you when there are 

new answers. When the prices 

change, you will be informed. It is a 

different way of thinking, and it is ac-

tually a very natural way of thinking. 

 

CEOCFO: How is business these 

days?  

Mr. Black: Business is good. Obvi-

ously, we are ever willing to do more. 

We are just releasing our third version 

of the product, the third major release 

and the seventh release in total. It 
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provides dramatically increased per-

formance with the capability to proc-

ess all the sources of Big Data that 

you would want to work with. We are 

actually one of the three Google 

BigQuery partners that were an-

nounced by Google at launch. We 

have been a well-kept secret, but 

when people find out about us, and 

find out that our claims are really true, 

they are pretty amazed and surprised. 

Many companies that today are 

household names went through a pe-

riod when they were just not even 

known at all, even Google. I remem-

ber reading about Google in the Sci-

entific American magazine and I 

found it an interesting idea, but of 

course, I had never heard of them 

before. Eventually, things catch on, 

and what we have been told now from 

the analysts is that this is a very hot 

area. Big Data is hot, but streaming in 

real-time information is becoming re-

ally important. I guess because of 

wireless networking and the process-

ing power of Smartphones, technol-

ogy is not only allowing real-time, it is 

requiring real-time. We are expecting 

to see a big uptake in the coming 

year, and we are very excited about 

what 2013 will bring.  

 

CEOCFO: Why should investors and 

people in the business community pay 

attention to SQLstream? 

Mr. Black: It is funny, there was a 

movement called “No-SQL”, which 

was driven primarily by programmers 

who did not like to have to go through 

the work of interfacing their programs 

to databases, and really did not un-

derstand or value properly the infor-

mation assets that might be leveraged 

across an organization, across appli-

cations, and across users. The argu-

ment was made about incomplete and 

unstructured data, and so on, and 

then a plethora of No-SQL- oriented 

products came out. Now the terminol-

ogy has changed to be “Not-only-

SQL”. What we found is that the rea-

son SQL was originally invented was 

because it offered some unique bene-

fits. You do not have to write low-level 

definitions of how to fetch the infor-

mation in an efficient manner. You 

simply specify what you want, and the 

system will automatically optimize 

and find an efficient way of retrieving 

the information. That is a very, very 

powerful feature. Secondly, it is a 

high-level language, almost English-

like, and it is therefore very familiar to 

millions of users. Thirdly, SQL is ver-

satile, and has been proven to tackle 

a large array of different kinds of data 

management challenges over the 

years. What we see now, with the lat-

est Big Data platform releases, is that 

Google is sporting a SQL-based inter-

face with its Google BigQuery. They 

have basically put their bets down 

that SQL is the way to go, and it was 

Google that created the whole Big 

Data revolution in the first place. It 

was in fact Yahoo, copying Google’s 

product work and then open sourcing 

it, that was the basis for something 

called Hadoop. Hadoop has become 

all the rage but Google abandoned it 

three years ago and has moved on to 

better things. It is always interesting to 

look at Google if you want to look into 

future trends. The second thing I 

would say is that Cloudera, one of the 

leading Big Data Hadoop companies, 

has brought out a SQL interface 

called Impala. What we are seeing is 

a resurgence of SQL as the only 

game in town, just like English is the 

only language that you can communi-

cate in if you want to really go around 

the world and do business. Everyone 

is going to end up speaking English. It 

is not a perfect language, it is not the 

most elegant language, but it is the 

language that everybody uses. SQL is 

the language that levels the playing 

field for data management. Then what 

SQLstream does is provide streaming 

real-time access with continuous que-

ries based on the SQL language. No 

one else can achieve that at Big Data 

scale. If you believe in Big Data, and 

you believe that the world is moving 

to lower latency, real-time systems, 

you definitely should be looking at 

SQLstream. 
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