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Back in the prehistory of computers, when mainframes roamed the earth, one of the biggest parts of the industry was systems management. I’m a bit of a dinosaur myself, and I well remember massive conferences on the subject. I used to speak regularly at one of them, the annual Computer Measurement Group of Australia (CMGA) event.
We are talking 1980s and early 1990s here. It was a long time ago. Back then there were also dozens of vendors selling systems management products. Reciting their names is a real walk down memory lane for some of us. But who today remembers companies like Duquesne, Marino, SKK, Goal, Legent, Platinum and Systems Center?
All these companies provided software to help people manage mainframe computers which were, and are, very complex beasts. They were also very expensive, and it was important to get the best value for money out of them. IBM’s own software tools were never enough to do this well, and all these other vendors came into existence to fill all sorts of gaps in IBM’s line, or to do things that IBM did better or cheaper.

There were products to track network connections, to manage tape libraries, to handle security, to store data more efficiently, and to do a bewildering array of other mundane and arcane tasks. Database management tools formed another important group of products. The mainframe systems management industry was a whole world unto itself. One Australian company, Software Developments International, was right up there with the best of them with its Net/Master product, until it was acquired and re-acquired out of existence a decade of so ago.
I used to follow these companies closely. Their products were boring, but the personalities and industry dynamics were fascinating. It was very incestuous, and they all ended up being acquired by each other. Most of those that were left were in turn acquired, usually by Computer Associates. Today, there is just that company, Compuware and BMC left, along with a few much smaller players.
All of them have moved beyond their mainframe roots and diversified into systems management for Unix. Their thinking was that, while the mainframe market was not dead, it was not growing either. More and more processing was moving to “open systems” (read Unix), so that was the future.
But a funny thing happened. Unix grew, but an operating system called Windows from a company called Microsoft grew much more quickly. And the systems management people with the mainframe mindsets, who had enough trouble understanding Unix, totally missed the importance of Windows.
They dismissed it as a PC operating system, a toy. They didn’t realise that Windows was growing up very quickly, and that more and more people were putting bigger and bigger applications onto it, until Windows started running some mainframe-type applications.
Recently Microsoft released Windows Server 2003, which is an industrial strength operating system by any definition. But the old mainframe systems management vendors have not built systems management products for Windows. They simply didn’t understand that Windows would become a significant operating system in enterprise applications.
This really hit home to me last month, when Microsoft held its first Asia Pacific Management Summit in Sydney’s Sheraton on the Park hotel. Over 400 people turned up. It was just like the old CMGA conferences 15 years ago, with all the same subjects. But the attendees were mostly young, and all this systems management stuff was new to them.
Microsoft’s systems management group is headed by Kirill Tatarinov, a brilliant Russian programmer who lived in Australia ten years ago when he was part of the small team that developed a Unix systems management product called Patrol, which was subsequently acquired by BMC for a squillion dollars. He was back in Australia for the Microsoft conference.
He agreed with me that the old-style systems management guys missed the boat with Windows. He was hired by Microsoft to bring some of those skills and that mainframe mentality into Microsoft, which is determined not to make the mistake IBM did and allow a large market for third party systems management products to develop. Microsoft wants to own the Windows systems management market itself, and it’s going about it the right way.
It now has around 600 people working on Windows systems management development, two-thirds of those in the enterprise, or large systems area. It has acquired or licensed a significant amount of technology, and is developing much more itself. Systems management lives on.

Even the terminology is reminiscent of that used a decade or more ago. Microsoft is using names like System Center and Dynamic System Initiative and System Definition Model for “enterprise management scenarios.” To my mind, all this means that Windows is now pretty well there as a large systems operating system.
I am starting to meet more and more people at Microsoft who have a large systems mentality. It has taken a long time, but it has happened. But most people’s perceptions lag way behind reality, and there are still many people in the IT industry that do not realise what has happened. Foremost among them are the old mainframe systems management people, who were conspicuously absent from the Microsoft Management Summit.

The world has changed.
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