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Last month the billionth PC shipped, according to market research company Gartner Dataquest. That’s a lot of machines – one for every five people on the planet. By any reckoning the PC has been one of the most successful devices of all time.

The first PC is generally reckoned to be the MITS Altair 8800, announced in the January 1975 edition of Popular Electronics magazine in the USA and sold by mail order. A number of machines followed soon after, including the Tandy TRS 80 (popularly known as the Trash 80), the Commodore PET (Personal Electronic Transactior), the Exidy Sorcerer and, most famously, the Apple II. All these machines were released in 1977.

The Apple II was the first PC that was really useful. It was attractively packaged in a beige plastic case, and it was an immediate success. It was the brainchild of the two Steves, Wozniak and Jobs. Woz was the technical guru and Jobs the visionary.
I remember the early days of microcomputing very well. I was employed as a salesman for Burroughs, selling calculators and what in those days were called visible record accounting machines. These devices printed accounting data on large cards that had a magnetic strip down the side. The strip recorded the information you typed on the card, which gave a very rudimentary sort of data storage.
In 1979 I wandered into Australia’s first computer show, in Sydney’s Lower Town Hall, and saw my first Apple II. It was a revelation. This was obviously the way of the future, I thought. Magnetic stripes weren’t going to go anywhere. The next day I walked into Sydney’s only Apple dealer, asked to see the boss, and told him I wanted to sell Apples. Fortunately he had just fired all his sales staff, and I started work immediately.

When I resigned from Burroughs, my manager asked me what job I was going to. I told him I would be selling Apple IIs. “They’re toys,” he said. “They won’t last”. (That man, who shall remain nameless, subsequently became the Australian head of a major multinational PC company).

I hit the microcomputer (we didn’t use the term PC back then) boom at just the right time. Steve Wozniak had just worked out a way to put inexpensive floppy disk drives on the Apple II, which meant it could be used for business purposes. All the early microcomputers used tape drives, which were very inefficient and error-prone. The Apple II floppy disk drive, with its 114 kbyte capacity, changed the face of microcomputing.

We started to sell Apple IIs by the bushel. The real spur came on the release of VisiCalc, the first spreadsheet. in November 1979. It enabled people to use the Apple II for real business purposes. We take spreadsheets for granted nowadays, but back then they were a real innovation. In 1980 Time magazine announced the microcomputer as its “man of the year” because of the massive impact it was already having on society.
I sold Apple II for a few years, and then moved on to the IBM PC. The PC was no better a machine than the Apple II, but it had IBM's imprimatur. The selection of the MS-DOS operating system for the IBM PC catapulted Microsoft to software dominance. Meanwhile Apple went off and released the Lisa and the Macintosh, ensuring the eventual success of the graphical user interface, and by the end of the 1980s, scarcely ten years after the revolution had begun, the PC was a fixture in most businesses and many homes.

Today around half the households in the developed world have at least one microcomputer. Some, like mine, have a half a dozen or more. The PC is almost as ubiquitous as the television or telephone.

But it has changed remarkable little in its quarter or century or so of life. Today’s models are immeasurably more powerful, but they still comprise a keyboard, a screen, and system unit and a printer. They still run games and spreadsheets and word processing programs. One of their main uses nowadays is to connect to the Internet, but they are recognisably the same sort of machine they were in the late 1970s,

That is about to change. We are about to be hit with a new sort of PC, the tablet. These will be about the size of an A4 notepad, with a built-in screen that size and no keyboard. Input will be via handwriting recognition or, increasingly, voice recognition. All the major manufacturers are behind the initiative, which is likely to change significantly the way we think about and use PCs.
The PC as we know it will not die. The trend that has already begun, with other types of machine performing PC-like functions, will continue. PDAs and mobile phones and laptops and tablet PCs will all evolve, and computing functionality will continue to be embedded into other devices. Gartner Dataquest says that the two billionth PC will probably ship in about 2008.

The problem is, it will be very hard to tell, because by then it will be impossible to define just what a PC is.
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