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Will Novell be sold? Rumours are rife that this once-great networking company is up for grabs. IBM has been mentioned as a possible purchaser. So has Cisco.

So what? Companies are bought and sold all the time in the computer industry. But the fact that Novell has come to this shows that no company, no matter how secure its market position, can be assured of the future.

Novell’s tale is a cautionary one. Not so long ago it was one of the dominant companies in the industry. It had a virtual monopoly on local area networking, and was the only company that looked like it could threaten Microsoft in the short term. Now it is a shadow of its former self, in danger of disappearing as a separate entity.

Novell was founded in 1983 to provide hardware and software to link personal computers together. The IBM PC had only just been released, and the Apple II computer and the VisiCalc spreadsheet package had redefined what computing was all about. Novell founder Ray Noorda saw that people would need to link PCs together, sharing data and expensive resources like printers and servers. These become known as local area networks (LANs).

A lot of other companies jumped on the networking bandwagon. Anybody remember Corvus and Lantastic and Banyan? IBM also entered the fray, with limited success.

Novell succeeded where all the others failed. It harnessed the Ethernet standard developed by Rob Metcalfe to develop a LAN product that, ten years after it was founded, was installed nearly two-thirds of all LANs in the world. It was called NetWare , and it gave us the term network operating system (NOS).

They were great times for Novell. It was one of the largest software companies in the world, with a seemingly unstoppable momentum. In the early 1990s it put together a grand plan to confront Microsoft. It acquired Unix from Bell Labs. The plan was to roll NetWare and Unix into one UnixWare “SuperNOS” that would be the only network and server operating system you would ever need.

It also acquired DR-DOS, an MS-DOS lookalike, from Digital Research. Until Microsoft let loose the dirty tricks department it looked like DR-DOS might rival MS-DOS in popularity. So Novell was leader in LANs, and had a sound server strategy, and a good client operating system. The missing link was applications. Microsoft had Word and Excel and the rest, and was becoming as successful in applications as it was in operating systems.

So Novell acquired the number two desktop applications company, WordPerfect. It was an easy acquisition, as the companies were located only a few miles from each other in the wilds of Utah, just near Salt Lake City. All good Mormon boys.

All the pieces were in place. I remember attending Novell press conferences and analyst briefings (including one at Robert Redford’s fabulous Sundance resort up the road from corporate HQ) where the future was all Novell and Microsoft a bit player.

It never worked out. The WordPerfect acquisition was the biggest disaster in software history, and the company was eventually sold to Corel for a fraction of what Novell paid. Now Corel is on the ropes too, but that’s yet another story. Unix was sold to SCO (another sad tale) and DR-DOS sort of, well, disappeared.

What went wrong? A number of things. Firstly, Microsoft entered the server/NOS market in 1993 with a little product called Windows NT. It was pretty ratty at first, but it gradually improved and is now installed in as many organisations as NetWare was ten years ago.

Secondly, WordPerfect was too late. Microsoft had already run away with the desktop applications market. WordPerfect had bet its future on the success of IBM’s OS/2 operating system (yet another disaster) and was too late developing software for Microsoft Windows.

Thirdly, Unix had already peaked when Novell acquired it. Consolidation around the big three Unixes had already begun, and few new users were installing the product.

Fourthly, the Internet hit critical mass. Novell, despite pathetically renaming NetWare “InternetWare” (yucko!) missed the Internet boat entirely. It was stuck with an old LAN mentality when LANs had become passé and the meaning of “network” had changed entirely.

Finally, and most importantly, Novell has undone by its arrogant failure to believe it could make a mistake. In a former life I conducted extensive surveys of corporate computer users. As far back as 1994 they were saying that Novell was not an important company in their future plans.

I reported this to Novell, who were clients of mine. They refused point blank to listen. “You’re asking the wrong question” they said (yeah, like “what NOS will you be using in future?”) “You’re asking the wrong person” they said (yeah, like the IT manager). I gave up.

Novell continues to try hard. It is now run by Eric Schmidt, who used to be chief technologist at Sun Microsystems and who gave us Java. He is bright and well liked, but his silk purse vision is limited by his sow’s ears materials. Novell has become irrelevant.

It’s a great shame, but it can happen very quickly. Bill Gates be warned.
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