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Next Sunday marks the twentieth anniversary of a major event in the history of computing. On 12 August 1981 IBM announced its personal computer, the ubiquitous IBM PC.

The IBM PC was not the first microcomputer – that honour belongs to the Altair 8800, released in 1975. Nor did it popularise microcomputers – that was done by the Apple II in the late 1970s. But IBM legitimised the microcomputer and made it acceptable to big business. Before the PC, microcomputers were regarded as toys by many business people, inside and outside of computer companies. After the PC the microcomputer was a mainstream business tool.

The IBM PC was no technological marvel. In many ways it was inferior to other machines already on the market. Even the Apple II, first released in 1977 was a better machine in many ways, and Xerox had already introduced, with its Star workstation, the concept of the graphical user interface later popularised by the Apple Macintosh.

IBM came comparatively late to the microcomputer market. It was caught unawares by the success of the Apple II and other early machines, and decided in 1980 to enter the market in a small way. Normally IBM took years to develop a new computer, but it realised that times had changed and that it needed to bring a machine quickly to market. The only way it could do this was to use off-the-shelf components.

This was a momentous decision. It meant that other companies could quickly manufacture similar machines, simply by using the same components. A de facto standard was born. The first IBM PC had 64K of RAM, one floppy disk drive, and a monochrome screen. It used the 8088 microprocessor from Intel, and an operating system called MS-DOS from a small company in Seattle called Microsoft.

The success of the IBM PC guaranteed the success of Intel, and of Microsoft. Within 15 years of the PC’s release, Microsoft’s market capitalisation was to exceed that of IBM’s, and Bill Gates had become the world’s richest man. It could have been very different, because Microsoft was not IBM’s first choice as an operating system provider.

IBM first went to a company called Digital Research, which owned the established CP/M (Control Program for Microcomputers) operating system. Legend has it that when the men from IBM visited Digital Research’s Gary Kildall to talk about using CP/M for the PC, he missed the meeting because he was having too much fun flying his plane. They went to Microsoft instead.

Microsoft at this stage did not even have an operating system. It quickly bought one off another small outfit, Seattle Computer Company, for $US30,000, and renamed it MS-DOS. Tim Patterson of Seattle Computer Products had reverse-engineered what he called QDOS (Quick and Dirty Operating System) from CP/M, making a few improvements along the way. But it was Microsoft that made the money licensing it to IBM, getting a royalty from every copy sold.

Kildall realised his mistake too late, and developed a look-alike called DR-DOS, which was later acquired by Novell. But it was all too late. Patterson also has cause to wonder what might have been, as MS-DOS became the most widely used piece of software of all time.

The IBM PC was an immediate runaway success. IBM estimated it would sell 250,000 of them during the life of the product. It was soon producing and selling that many a month. And because it was made from readily available components, others could easily copy it, and copy it they did. Compaq was the most successful of the early “clone” manufacturers, clocking up over $US100 million in sales in its first full year of operation, only a year after the PC’s release. Within ten years there were over fifty million PCs and PC clones installed around the world.

The IBM PC is, essentially, still with us today. The hardware and software architectures in 90 per cent of today’s desktop and laptop computers are its direct descendants. It has been continuously improved, with new versions of Intel’s microprocessors. The 8088 was replaced by the ill-conceived 80286, which was followed the powerful 80386, then various versions of the Pentium. Memory was vastly expanded, though MS-DOS’s limitations in addressing a maximum of 640K were to prove a problem.

(Bill Gates is famously on record as saying that he couldn’t see why anyone would ever need more than 640K of RAM. But then, IBM’s founder thought there was a world market for maybe five computers, and Digital’s founder Ken Olsen could not understand why anybody would ever want a computer in their home).

Software also improved. Microsoft discovered (some say stole) the graphical user interface, and usability eventually caught up with that of the much more elegant Apple Macintosh. Sheer weight of numbers meant that a massive array of applications became available. The PC architecture hit critical mass so quickly that Time magazine gave the PC its 1983 “Man of the Year”: award.

The IBM PC was not a great computer. Mac addicts and other purists hate it. But that is not the point. It marked the expansion of microcomputers beyond hobbyists and enthusiasts, and made the computer industry what it is today – for better or for worse.
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