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A momentous event happened in the computer industry this month, but it is an indication of how much the world has changed that few people noticed or even cared. IBM, still the world's largest computer company by far, renamed and relaunched its entire server product line. Even that statement shows how far we have come, because even the term “server” is of comparatively recent coinage. The big ones were once called mainframes, and if they were a bit smaller they were called minicomputers or midrange computers.

Server terminology has gradually crept in over recent years to indicate the changing role of these larger machines. Their primary role is to store and manage data for large networks, and to “serve” the storage and management needs of the network. Now the world is, of course, moving towards becoming one big network. Everything's electronic, and everything's got an “e” in front of it.

So  all of IBM's machines bigger than PCs are now officially called “eServers”. There are four types of eServers. There are zServers, iServers, pServers, and xServers. It's worth looking at each of these and where they have come from. It tells you a lot about the changes in technology over the past couple of decades.

IBM's top-of-line mainframes are renamed the zServer series. These have had many makeovers through the years, but they are still recognisably the descendants of the first System 360 machines released in 1964. These first IBM mainframes were among the most important computers ever released. They introduced the concept of the computer architecture, where small and large machines from the same range ran the same operating system and used the same peripherals. This seems normal to us now, but before the S/360 every new computer had a new OS and new disk drives and a new printer, and nothing was compatible with anything else.

The “360” designation was meant to stand for the degrees of the compass, to indicate the all-round performance of these machines. IBM bet the company on the S/360. It was an enormous investment, and it paid off handsomely. It gave IBM a virtual monopoly on mainframe processing that it more or less still enjoys today. Over time the moniker evolved to S/370 and S/390 as IBM continually rebadged the boxes to indicate they were evolving. More often than not this was a marketing exercise as much as an indication of a technology upgrade. Now the old nomenclature has gone completely. Even the venerable MVS operating system, which transmogrified to OS/390 a few years ago, becomes zOS. Nothing is sacred.

The same thing happens with the other machines in the IBM range. The AS/400, the most successful non-PC machine in history, disappears and becomes the iServer. The ``i'' is meant to stand for integrated, which is not bad, given the nature of this remarkable and popular machine. (The “z” in zServer stands for zero, as in zero downtime).

The AS/400 was released in 1988, replacing IBM's earlier S/36 and S/38 machines. Like the S/360 it, too, has had many facelifts, the most important being the move to the PowerPC chip in the mid-1990s. It is one of my favourite computers, because it is so popular with its users yet so underreported. I wrote about it in this column a couple of months back.

But wait, there's more. IBM's RS/6000 machine is rebadged the pServer, “p” standing for power. The RS/6000 was released in January 1991 as IBM's reply to Sun and other workstations that ran the Unix OS. I remember the occasion well. I was at the official release in the auditorium of IBM's old HQ on New York's Fifth Avenue. I had spent the entire previous night with another Australian computer journalist, cruising the bars in Greenwich Village. Our IBM minder was not very happy when we turned up semi-paralytic at 6am, but my friend and I asked by far the best questions at the press conference).

IBM's Intel-based servers, which have suffered under the ridiculous name of “Netfinity”, are badged the xServer range, “x” indicating “cross architecture” (they don't use IBM microprocessors). IBM rebrands and rebadges things much better than anyone in the industry, and this latest exercise is a masterstroke. It gives the appearance of unity to a vastly disparate product range, and it helps sweep away the “legacy system” charges that are often wrongly in most cases hurled at the S/390 and AS/400.

IBM promises much with the announcement. It says the eServers will become more unified, sharing peripherals and software features. It will restructure its pricing and packaging. There is a whole heap of bumf in the announcement about how important it all is.

It is, and it isn't. IBM has done what it has always done, and made a virtue of necessity. Most of these changes were already under way, and by dramatically unifying them with a raft of new nomenclature and a couple of newish announcements, IBM has made people sit up and take notice. Sort of. It's just hardware. It doesn't really matter anymore.
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