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I used to spend a lot of time tracking operating systems and hardware architectures. For many years, my company kept a database of all the corporate and government computer users in Australia, detailing what computer hardware and software they had installed.

Because this database was not a sample, but more of a census, the information contained within it was extremely accurate. I can tell you, over any given time during most of the last ten years, what proportion of Australian computer users were running what sorts of operating systems, databases, mainframes and servers.

But now the information is not so useful. Nobody much cares any more what sort of hardware and software people are running. There are a couple of reasons for this. The first is that there are many fewer operating systems and hardware architectures than there once were. The second is that the differences between them have largely disappeared.

Back in the 1980s, when I really started following this stuff closely, there were dozens of competing computer architectures. The term “architecture” was widely used and very appropriate, used to describe the very different designs of different computer systems.

Each type of computer system did much the same thing, but they were incompatible with each other. The major architectures of the 1980s were the IBM mainframe, which ran three different operating systems with the snappy names MVS, DOS/VSE and VM. IBM also supplied the AS/400 minicomputer, released in 1988 as a rationalisation of its existing System/36 and System/38 lines.

IBM’s competitors had a range of architectures as well. DEC, now defunct since its disastrous purchase by Compaq, had a very good and widely used minicomputer called the VAX, which stood for “Virtual Architecture Extension”. (None of these companies had a flair for nomenclature).

The DEC VAX ran an operating system called VMS. At one stage, nearly one quarter of all Australian computer-using organisations ran a VAX with VMS, and a similar number ran IBM’s AS/400, with its euphoniously named OS/400 operating system.

Prime had its own architecture, which didn’t really have a name except all the model numbers ended in “50”, and its own operating system (PrimOS). So did Wang (the VS series) and Data General (the MV series, which ran the AOS operating systems).

Bored yet? You may find it difficult to believe, but this stuff was my bread and butter for many years. And I’ve hardly started. By the time you add Bull’s GCOS and Fujitsu’s MSP and Hewlett-Packard’s MPE and dozens more, you had a real alphabet soup of hardware and software types. They were known as proprietary operating systems, because they ran on machines from only one supplier.

Most of these operating systems and architectures are no longer with us. Most corporate computer systems now use one of the many varieties of Unix, or the use Microsoft’s Windows 2000, which used to be called Windows NT and the latest iteration of which was finally released last week a few years late. The rise of these two operating systems has meant the demise of the proprietary systems.

Unix became important in the late 1980s. It was invented by AT&T, as an all-purpose operating system that would run on any hardware architecture. It was virtually given away to universities, which meant that a generation of computer science graduates joined the industry familiar with its arcane workings.

Unix was not perfect. It was difficult to learn, and a nightmare for end users. But its existence as the only alternative to the maze of proprietary systems saw it prosper, even if all the vendors built their own little proprietary extensions to it to differentiate themselves from their competitors.

At one stage there were about 40 different styles of Unix, all similar but slightly incompatible with each other, and all the vendors were accusing each other of breaking with convention. A number of competing Unix standards organisations grew up, adding to the confusion.

But Unix prospered, largely because it made more sense than the plethora of proprietary systems. A few major Unixes grew at the expense of the minor ones, until today only the Unixes from IBM, Hewlett-Packard and Sun really matter. There is another variety, called Linux, which has attracted some attention by being truly open, though its importance is overrated.

Another unifying force was the growth of Novell’s Netware networking operating system, which enjoyed a great boom in the early to mid 1990s as people started to network PCs together in earnest. But Netware was a flash in the pan, now relegated to the dustbin of history along with the other proprietary systems.

Netware’s demise occurred largely at the hand of Microsoft. Flush from success at the desktop level, Microsoft decided to move into operating systems for larger computers. In 1993 it released the first version of Windows NT (for “new technology”), which unlike had just one version across all architectures.

NT did many of the things Unix did, and many of the things Netware did. At first it was slow and underpowered, but it gradually improved and was able to compete at the technical level. There is a great deal of anti-Microsoft sentiment in the computer industry, mostly from Unix and Linux nerds, but real live users voted with their feet and moved to Windows NT in droves. They were sick of the lack of interoperability of proprietary systems, and of the squabbling between the Unix camps. NT was proprietary, but because it was from Microsoft it was, rightly as it turns out, seen to be the way of the future.

The number of people using NT in Australia doubled each year from 1994 to 1999. It continues to sweep all before it. I have often pointed this out, relying on my database as evidence, and been accused by all and sundry of being a Microsoft apologist. So many people confuse facts and opinion.

Now my lovely database is full of irrelevant information. Everybody uses Windows NT or Unix, and most applications will run on either system. No-one knows or cares what operating system drives Internet servers, because they all look the same to the user and the Internet Protocol reduces all communications to a common level anyway.
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