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Ten years ago I used to write a column on mainframe computers for Computing Australia, a leading but now-defunct weekly computer newspaper. The column was called ``Big Iron'', and I used to follow the mainframe scene very closely.

Mainframes were very large computers, used only by the largest companies and government instrumentalities. They still exist, but their role has changed and nobody talks too much about them any more. Nowadays mainframes are only barely distinguishable from larger servers, sold by the likes of Sun and Hewlett-Packard and Compaq, but as recently as 10 years ago or less they were a separate and very important part of the IT industry.

Recently IBM rebranded and relaunched its largest mainframes, an event which I wrote about at the time. The venerable S/390, itself an evolution from the S/370 and the 35-year-old S/360, was renamed the eServer. The passing of the S/390 moniker pretty well marks the end of the mainframe era.

That era stretched for many decades, from the release of the Univac, the first large computer designed primarily for business applications, in the 1950s. It reached its peak in the early 1980s, when to have a mainframe computer was the ultimate sign that your organisation was in the big league of information technology.

Since PCs became commonplace about 10 years ago, people have been forecasting the death of the mainframe. This did not happen in a hurry, but it has pretty well happened now. It is an opportune time to take a look at these machines and the legacy they left us.

Mainframe computing was its own world, almost totally divorced from the PC revolution. The Apple II was released in 1977, and the IBM PC in 1981, but it was the end of the 1980s before mainframers really began to take personal computers seriously. Even minicomputers, which were eventually (under the guise of ``servers'') to supplant all but the largest mainframes, were not regarded as serious computers. You simply could not run a large company on any other sort of machine.

IBM dominated the mainframe world, with about half the market. Most of the rest was taken up by Hitachi Data Systems and Amdahl, who made mainframes that were ``IBM compatible'' or ``plug compatible''. There was even an acronym to describe them  PCMs, or plug-compatible manufacturers. This meant they could plug in IBM peripherals, such as disk drives and printers, and use the same operating systems.

The leading mainframe operating system was IBM's MVS (``multiple virtual storage''), but there were many more, including two or three from IBM alone. Other manufacturers also made mainframes, most notably Burroughs and Sperry (which merged to form Unisys in 1981), Control Data, Honeywell, Fujitsu, NEC and a few others, such as Siemens in Germany and ICL in the United Kingdom.

None of these others was a PCM  except Fujitsu, which adopted a nearly compatible approach and was caught out stealing IBM's design in 1985.

Other PCMs came and went, but none succeeded. The most unfortunate of these was Andor, started by the legendary Gene Amdahl, who was part of the design team for the first IBM S/360 and who subsequently started the company that still bears his name. Andor was an attempt to develop a mainframe-style computer in a device no bigger than a bar fridge. The good Dr Amdahl nearly succeeded, but was ultimately thwarted by the inability of chip manufacturers to make the specialised processors he had designed.

Back in the late 1980s, when I was writing my Big Iron column and editing a magazine about IBM mainframes, called True Blue (not to be confused with a porno mag of the same name), I immersed myself in the mainframe world. I conducted surveys, I attended conferences, I even wrote a small book on the subject. It was fun, and it is sad that it is no more.

Mainframers had an ethos, a camaraderie, a world view missing from today's IT industry. There was something special about being able to understand and tame these large and expensive beasts, and a whole mystique grew up around mainframe processing. It is amusing to see today's neophytes rediscover many of the practices that mainframers perfected decades ago.

There is a lot of talk today about reliability and ``24x7'' processing. Data security is another big issue. So is storage management. And end-user access.

Mainframers grappled with, and in most cases mastered, these issues before many of the youngsters confronting them now were even born. The Unix world, and now Microsoft, are havingto relearn all the lessons we old mainframersforgot years ago.

For we are growing old. I am a greyhair in my mid 40s, and many of my mainframe colleagues are even older. By definition, we are too old to understand. This is very sad, and also stupid. People bemoan the skills shortage, but there is a large pool of ex-mainframe programmers who have been put out to pasture much too early, who are now raising alpacas or cultivating vines, who could teach today's whippersnappers a thing or two about corporate computing.

But perhaps they don't want to come back. It's all a bit of a zoo nowadays.
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