Philipson column for 3 August 2004 
I ran into Richard Buckle last week. That name probably doesn’t mean too much to you unless you’ve been in the computer industry as long as I have. Richard and I worked out that we had known each other for twenty years, since he was Australian marketing manager for a now-defunct German computer company called Nixdorf and I was just starting out on my potted career as an industry observer.

Talking to Richard was a bit of a walk down memory lane, but it also reminded me of the interesting history of another computer company. That company’s name was Tandem. Its products still exist today, though they are now called Hewlett-Packard NonStop. Tandem ceased life as an independent company in 1997, when it was acquired by Compaq, which was of course subsequently acquired by HP in 2002.

A lot of HP NonStop people still call it Tandem. The reason Richard was in town was because he is now head of the international users’ group, which is called ITUG, and the local user conference, called OZTUG, was on. The TUG bit stands for “Tandem User Group” – it was never renamed CNSUG or HPNSUG.

Richard has been in the US most of the last 15 years. He worked for Tandem at its head office in Cupertino for a while, then moved to an Australian company called InSession, where he still works as director of product management and marketing. InSession develops networking software for Tandem (oops, HP NonStop) gear. Like many other successful Australia companies, it was acquired by an American vendor, in this case ACI Corp, and it moved offshore to Boulder, Colorado.

The OZTUG user group attracted about 130 people. They were mostly from the big end of town – NonStop gear is used by banks and stock exchanges and people like that. Nearly 90 per cent of the world’s ATMs run on networks controlled by NonStop computers, and about two-thirds of the world’s EFTPOS machines.
The reason NonStop computers are used in these applications is because of their extremely high reliability. Tandem gear made its name when computer equipment was not nearly so reliable it is today. It used a technology which at the time was called “fault-tolerant”, using two power supplies and two processors and double banks of memory to ensure there was always a backup component if something failed.

(That’s where the name came from. On a Tandem bike, one person can cycle and the other person can take it easy. I have a cupboard full of computer company mugs, but my favourite by far is an old one from Tandem – it has two handles.)
Back in the 1980s and 1990s Tandem had a couple of competitors, the largest of which was Stratus, but over the years they have fallen by the way and today HP NonStop is virtually the only game in town for computers that never break down. Over the years hardware has become much more reliable, and the NonStop technology has lost a little of its edge, but it’s still sufficiently superior to its competitors that it retains a significant marketing and technological advantage.

And it’s not just the hardware. The operating system is based around the NonStop Kernel, or NSK, Unix-like software that incorporates a number of special features to minimise the chances of its falling over (can you imagine Windows running an airline reservation system?)

Tandem was also the progenitor of major Australian software company Integrated Research (IR). IR and its founder Steve Killelea are one of the great success stories of the Australian computer industry, but surprisingly few people have heard of them. IR got its start building systems management software for Tandem, and still owns most of the market.

In recent years IR has branched into systems and networking management and testing software for VoIP (Voice over Internet Protocol) networks, the next big thing in telephony. With VoIP you can send phone calls over the Internet, and the technology is just starting to hit critical mass. IR, which is closely allied with Cisco, is set to be a major player in the market.
When you talk to someone like Richard Buckle, who like me has a major interest in the history of this remarkable industry, you get a real feeling for how things change. Our talk ranged over people we worked with and companies we knew, a remarkable number of which are no longer with us.

Fifteen years ago names like Prime, Wang, Data General, Digital, Amdahl were almost household names. Their logos adorned the skyline of North Sydney, but like Ozymandias they are ground to dust. Some, like Tandem, live on in other incarnations, acquired twice or thrice over the years. Others have simply disappeared, gone with the wind as if they never existed.

“But we needed those companies,” said Richard, with more than a hint of nostalgia. “They broke new ground, with new technologies. Their leaders were charismatic, and they made the industry what it is today.”

We talked of how they all had their own chipsets, and their own operating systems. But then they world commoditised, and there was little room for the extraordinary. This industry is still fun, but it’s nothing like it was.
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