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This month marks the 40th anniversary of the birth of the modern computer industry. In April 1964 IBM released the System/360, its revolutionary mainframe architecture.

The S/360 (the numbers were meant to indicate the points of the compass) changed forever the way people thought about computers. Its 19 different models comprised the first ever family of computers, the first with a consistent architecture across computers of a different size.
The different machines in the S/360 range could use the same peripherals and software, making it very easy to move to a larger computer within the range, and to move on to new models as they were released. The idea of a family of computers seems quite normal now, but back in the early 60s it was revolutionary.

Previous IBM machines, such as the 1401, were incompatible with other machines in IBM's range. Every time IBM, or anybody else, brought out a new computer, users had to rewrite their entire applications suite and replace most of their peripherals.
IBM bet the company on the S/360, investing over $US5 billion and 350,000 man-years. It was the largest R&D project ever undertaken by a commercial organisation. It was an enormous gamble, but it paid off. The S/360 was more than twice as successful as IBM had hoped, and it became virtually the standard operating environment for large corporations and government agencies.

The S/360 evolved into the S/370, and then into the S/390, and then into today’s zSeries, with many of its features intact. A piece of software written for the first S/360 will still run on today’s zSeries machines. Predictions of the death of the mainframe, common 10 to 15 years ago, have proved wildly inaccurate, and the S/360’s successors still power most large transaction processing systems today.

But the S/360’s success was not pre-ordained. Many within the company argued against it. The machine was rushed into production, and IBM could not handle the demand, its internal accounting and inventory control systems buckling under the strain. IBM’s chairman at the time, Thomas J. Watson Jr, recounts the story in his excellent autobiography “Father Son & Co.”

“By some miracle hundreds of medium-sized 360s were delivered on time in 1965. But … behind the scenes I could see we were losing ground. The quality and performance … were below the standards we’d set, and we’d actually been skipping some of the most rigorous tests … everything looked black, black, black. Everybody was pessimistic about the program …

“… we were delivering the new machines without the crucial software; customers were forced to use temporary programs much more rudimentary than what we’d promised … with billions of dollars of machines already in our backlog, we were telling people they’d have to wait two or three years for computers they needed … I panicked.”

But IBM recovered and the S/360 became the most successful computer in history. It introduced a number of innovations, such as the first transaction processing system and the first use of solid logic technology (SLT), but it was no technical miracle. Its peripherals performed poorly, its processor was slow, its communications capabilities were virtually non-existent.
But it was an architecture, the first the computer industry had ever seen. It excelled nowhere, except as a concept, but it could fit just about everywhere. For the first time upward and downward compatibility was possible. The phrase “upgrade path” entered the language. With the S/360, IBM also promised compatibility into the future, protecting customers' investment in their applications and peripherals.
It also locked the users into IBM, which of course was IBM’s aim. The S/360’s enormous success, and the dubious commercial strategies that IBM used to achieve that success, were the basis for the US Justice Department's long-running suit against IBM.
The Justice Department's suit, filed in 1969, claimed that IBM was violating the USA’s anti-trust laws by its S/360 marketing tactics, which relied to a large extent on sowing Fear, Uncertainty and Doubt (the legendary “FUD Factor”) in the minds of users and potential users of competitors’ equipment.

IBM’s tactics at this time have been well documented (the best source is Richard DeLamarter’s “Big Blue: IBM’s Use and Abuse of Power”). The IBM of the 60s and 70s taught the Microsoft of the 90s and 00s all it knows. It is not a pretty story, and one that the IBM of today would rather forget.
The case was thrown out by the pro-IBM Reagan administration in 1982, but by that time the arguments had become largely academic. The S/360 had become the S/370 and the microcomputer revolution had begun. Big Blue’s long dominance had begun to wane.
IBM was at its peak larger than its ten largest competitors combined. Now it is not as large as the combined strength of its two closest rivals, but it remains the industry’s largest company. Its strongest card today is its services, but that is based on understanding the computing needs of the world’s largest companies.
That knowledge is in turn based on mainframe computing, sometimes known as enterprise computing. And enterprise computing began with the System/360.
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