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Full Steam Ahead
Into the Future

UST OVER 10 YEARS

ago, the IBM PC was

created, and with it
came a massive change in
all our lives. For many,
the PC was just a toy, good
for games of Raster Blaster
but little else. At the time, I
had just left IBM and joined one of the mini-com-
puter companies, and I vividly recall trying—and fail-
ing—to get anyone there to take PCs seriously.

[ still chuckle over one manager grudgingly suggest-

to the dumb terminal his group was building. And
when I get together with other veterans of those days,
before long someone will bring up, amid hoots and

laughter, the infamous PC Option that finally emerged:

by a cable the size of garden hose that, with the press
of a hotkey, turned the terminal into a very bad PC. It
was so bad that one key was both an up arrow and

down arrow cursor key, depending on whether it was a
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i terminal or a PC at the moment.

In retrospect, it is easy to see how so

: many in the industry could have totally
misjudged the change that was under
way. That original PC was a worthless
piece of junk. How could anyone expect

to do real work with only 64KB memory
and, if you were lucky, a couple of low-

: capacity floppies? Or, even worse, with

16KB and a cassette?
Academics who study change refer to

i something they call the sailing ship phe-

nomenon.
When steamships first appeared, they

i were expensive, they weren't very good,
i they weren't very fast and they weren’t
i very reliable. But they were a new source

of competition, to which the sailing ship
builders responded by redoubling their

i efforts, all in the same wrong direction.
i All kinds of exotic, tall sailing ships
emerged and, for a while, they were able
i tokeep up.

The sailing ship phenomenon hap-

: g ens over and over. Remember Nuvistors?
ing we might add some PC flavor (whatever that meant) : a,hen PN e o
tube manufacturers scrambled to make
i smaller and smaller tubes. The ultimate
was RCA’s Nuvistor, a tiny tube in a little

i metal can smaller than a thimble.

When something new comes along, it

suddenly devalues everything we've ever
{ invested in that which came before: We
i identify ourselves with all the skills and
i 4 i expertise we've accumulated with that
a hideous, enormously expensive add-on box connected | prior technology, so these new arrivals
{ make us feel less valuable as individuals.
We deny change and, as long as we can
i get away with the denial, we can feel bet-
ter. But sooner or later, we all need to ac-
knowledge change, or risk being totally
i buried by it.

I was struck with these thoughts as I

! listened to a colleague describe how his
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i company manages its far-flung retail op-
erations. Using a monstrous mainframe
that religiously polls every store, they up- :
i date an enormous database every night
detailing their inventory and sales posi-
tions for on-line queries by their execu-
i tives the next day. And, thinking of how
typical that scenario might be at so many
! businesses, I wondered how things might :
i change in the future. :

Information at Your Fingertips
i Bill Gates talks about information at
i your fingertips; that’s a good place to
i start. The model my friend described cer-
tainly provided that information, but
somehow I doubt that’s quite what Mr. i
Gates had in mind, particularly in the
i way everything has remained centralized.
H But, my friend objects, how else could
it be? The only way to tally everything
up into a single report, or to allow on-
! line queries against any arbitrary part of i
the database is to move all the informa-
tion to one place. The data consumes a
i huge disk farm, and even simple issues |
i like backing up all the data consistently
i and reliably demands professional atten- :
{ tion by a centralized staff.
{  Looking back over the last 10 years, :
i my bet is that we haven’t seen anything :
i yet. We have seen processor performance,
memory and disk sizes all grow by ap-
i proximately two orders of magnitude. |
i My bet is that growth will continue.

i Gobbling Data
i Ten years from now, I expect a contin-
i ued massive shift away from centralized
i mainframes to much more distributed
processing. Networking—not just locally,
but enterprise-wide and even globally—
i will be more of a way of life. Armed with
i a dynamically created profile of our inter- i
ests, our machines will become ever more
indispensable personal assistants, gob-
bling up and storing away interesting tid- |
bits that happen to pass by on any of the
numerous information sources we might
i find available. :

Our requests for information not al-
ready on tap in our personal machines,

carried around in our pockets or brief-
cases, will be fed by cellular modem to
our larger home or office machines and, :
in turn, to the information services to i
which we might subscribe. In the same
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i way that manufacturing people talk

about just-in-time inventories, computer
scientists may begin talking about just-
in-time information. The idea will be to
keep just enough of the right informa-
tion around (including information
about where other information can be
found) to allow requests to be satisfied
on demand—but not before.

In business, the result will be a return,

i in a sense, to the style of administration
i we gave up when computers arrived.

Instead of trying to centralize everything
into one machine, knowledge will be
kept holographically, by all the individ-
ual people (and their machines) that
make up the organization.

It won't even going to take a big
mainframe to crank out zillions of checks
if invoices and funds are all sent electron-
ically. So even though I don’t expect cen-
tralized mainframes to disappear, I do ex-
pect them to continue to decline. The re-
ally important decline will be in relative
importance and, by extension, power.

Wrong Choice
Companies that have made their for-

tunes selling to MIS managers are going

to have to decide whether to sell harder
to those same people or realize the world

has changed. My guess is they’ll choose

the former—and they’ll be wrong. The
information industry is about to become

i a consumer industry.

It’s in that context that questions like

operating systems—be it NT, OS/2 or

whatever—become so important.

! Whoever can successfully sell to con-

sumers will end up with such enormous-
ly higher leverage in development, man-
ufacturing, applications availability and
everything else, they’ll swamp also-rans.
Ten years ago, IBM dwarfed tiny

! Microsoft. But given the very different

levels of appreciation at these companies
for the change that’s under way, the
world ten years from now could be
mighty different. m
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