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Ten years ago I used to be a bit of a mainframe guru. I wrote a weekly column on the subject, and I spent a lot of time talking to all the mainframe suppliers and users. But the mainframe scene became less important, and I moved on to other things.

Last week mainframes came up in conversation, and someone asked me whether they still existed. “They most certainly do,” I replied, a little taken aback with the level of ignorance implied in such a question. But the person who asked the question was neither unintelligent nor ill-informed, and it made me realise how invisible mainframes have become in the 21st century.

Part of the problem, as is often the case in the computer industry, is one of terminology. There is not, and never has been, a standard definition of the term. I have a dozen or more dictionaries and glossaries of computer terms, and they do not agree.

Basically, a mainframe is a very large computer, one typically running a large corporation’s applications. I have always defined the term architecturally – a mainframe is any computer from IBM or its competitors running particular operating systems, the names of which have changed over the years.

This is hardly a satisfactory definition. As the old joke has it, it’s a bit like pornography – you can’t define it, but you know it when you see it. Market researcher IDC stopped trying years ago, and along with many other people now defines large computers by price – mainframes (though it doesn’t use the term) are computers costing over a million dollars.
Part of the problem lies in the way smaller computers are now often performing the functions that were previously the domain of the mainframe. Not so long ago you needed a really high end machine to perform what today would be regarded as a comparatively simple function, such as maintain a financial system for a medium sized retailing company or government department. Nowadays you can do that with a reasonably powerful server.
It is a truism that today’s PCs are as powerful as yesterday’s mainframes. In terms of processing power, that is true. It’s also true of data storage. Where it’s not true is in RAS – an old mainframe term for “reliability, availability, serviceability”. RAS means that mainframes don’t break down or stop working, and PCs do.

Just as PCs have been getting more powerful, so have larger computers. Mainframes are still orders of magnitude more powerful than PCs. Combine that with their inherent reliability, born of forty years or more of running what are still called “mission critical applications”, and there is still no substitute for big iron. You simply can’t run a bank or any sort of large real-time transaction processing system on any other sort of computer. ATM networks and airline reservation systems and TABs all need mainframes.
There used to be lots of mainframe manufacturers. Back twenty years ago, they were IBM and a group called the “Bunch”, which was an acronym for Burroughs, Unisys, NCR, Control Data and Honeywell. Of these, Burroughs and Univac (otherwise known as Sperry) merged to form Unisys way back in 1987, and the others are either defunct or out of the mainframe business.

There were some other mainframe players. One group were the so-called PCMs (plug-compatible manufacturers) Amdahl and HDS (Hitachi Data Systems), so-called because the made copies of (were “plug-compatible with) IBM mainframes. Also in the game were Britain’s ICL and Japan’s Fujitsu and NEC.
Unisys still makes mainframes. So does Fujitsu, which has acquired ICL and Amdahl, two proud brand names that no longer exist. NEC and Hitachi soldier on, but have pretty well retired to the Japanese market. The decline in the number of manufacturers, and a decline in the number of uses mainframes are put to, has led many to predict their demise.
Such predictions have been around for ten years or more. They have seemed valid to many, as PCs and networks and servers have become ever more powerful. The number of mainframe users has also declined because of the increased popularity of outsourcing, which has consolidated many mainframe applications into giant data centres run by companies like IBM Global Services and EDS.

Mainframes have evolved, it is true. Because they are nowadays used most often as very large servers for increasingly sophisticated networks, the boundaries between mainframes and other devices that have grown up from PCs are becoming blurred. It has long been possible to run mainframe-sized applications on Unix, and increasingly it is possible on Windows. Unisys has a popular new mainframe, the ES7000, which uses Intel chips and runs Microsoft’s Windows Enterprise operating system.

IBM now calls its mainframes the zSeries (previous names were S/370 and 3090). They use their own proprietary chip technology and their own proprietary operating system, now called zOS (it used to be called MVS). There is been some uninformed talk of IBM migrating away from this architecture and replacing it with its PowerPC chip and the Linux operating system, but if this ever happens it is a very long way in the future.
In the meantime, its is proprietary mainframe computers that are running most of the systems we use in our everyday lives – banks, government departments, supermarkets, telcos. Mainframes, by whatever name, will always be with us.
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