COMPUTER CONNECTIONS

Microsoft and Intel take on the world.
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omputer operating systems
‘ have been a raging bat-

tleground for as long as
there have been computers. The PC
industry has been mostly immune to
these battles ever since Microsoft
introduced MS-DOS 1.0 back in
1981. However, rapid advances in
hardware, along with corresponding
increases in desired functionality,
reliability, and security, have, in re-
cent years, nudged PC-based oper
ating systems closer and closer to
proprietary mainframe and mini-
computer operating systems. Skir-
mishes that have smoldered in the
background over the past few years
are on the verge of erupting into full-
scale war. There are more than half a
dozen participating companies and
products in this battle. They are
listed below in order of influence
and likelihood of long-term survival:
® Microsoft: DOS, Windows, Win-
dows for WorkGroups, LAN Man-
ager, Windows New Technology
(NT), and a full suite of applications
programs
® Novell: NetWare, UnixWare
® BM: 0S/2, AIX
® Apple: System 7
® Other UNIX dialects from HP,
DEC, and others
® Sun: Solaris
® Next: NextStep, NextStep 486.
Let's examine the contenders in re-
verse order, from the least to the
most important. )

Friday the 13th, part 79,482
UNIX is like the horrorflick crea-
ture that just won't die. No matter
how many times you kill it, it keeps
coming back for more. Despite its
tenacity, UNIX never comes close
to achieving the dominance to
which it aspires. Every few years it
comes back in some mutated form,
threatening Microsoft's operating-
system hegemony. The latest rein-
carnation arrives courtesy of Novell
Corporation, of NetWare fame.
We'll get to Novell in a minute. For

now, let's just state that the UNIX
market has consistently misun-
derstood the PC ‘‘message’”
(power, personal productivity, local
control, low pricing, intense compe-
tition, and continual innovation).
However, there is little reason to be-
lieve that, even if it has now finally
learned how to compete, it will be
able to either shake off the UNIX
onus or deflect Windows' mo-
mentum. IBM suffers from a similar
problem with OS/2, which may offer
technical superiority over Windows,
but no compelling, innovative ap-
plications. We'll get to OS/2 in a
moment.

The UNIX market has con-
sistently overrated its importance in
the overall scheme of things. Its
strongholds include CAD, manufac-
turing, financial analysis, and,
thanks to Next, multimedia develop-
ment. But past fragmentation of the
UNIX market, because of bitter
competition among IBM, DEC, HP,
Sun, and others, has all but elimi-
nated serious support by influential
PC software vendors. Yes, you can
buy character-based versions of
WordPerfect and Word that run un-
der some version or other of UNIX.
But except for a few innovative prod-
ucts like Lotus’ iImprov for the Next,
there's precious little truly compell-
ing technology that would entice or
seduce users out of the Intel-based
world and into the proprietary
CPU's and UNIX dialects that have
been prevalent.

That's the way things have beenin
the UNIX market for the past de-
cade. Recently, however, Novell pur-
chased the rights to the official
UNIX code from AT&T. To under-
stand the significance of that pur
chase, let’s first take a closer look at
Novell.

NetWare and UnixWare
Novell is the premier vendor of

local-area networking (LAN) soft-

ware. The company's NetWare

products together hold about
60-70% of the PC LAN market,
which consists primarily of Intel-
based PC's, but with connectivity to
Macintoshes and UNIX systems
running the TCP/IP protocol.

Despite its preeminent position in
local-area networking, Novell is in
dire straits because it is essentially
a single-product company. Ten
years ago, WordStar (then called
MicroPro) dominated the word-pro-
cessor market. The company is still
alive today, but its market share is
next to nil, and WordStar is hardly
known for technological innovation.
Lotus Development Corporation is
in danger of falling prey to the Word-
Star syndrome, as is WordPerfect.
But back to Novell.

To help shore up its withering po-
sition relative to Microsoft, Novell
recently purchased from AT&T a
company called UNIX Systems
Laboratory (USL) for a reported
$350 million. USL, in which Novell
already had a prior investment,
owns the rights to the UNIX operat-
ing system originally developed by
AT&T.

Now Novell owns all code and all
rights to future development of
UNIX. UNIX industry analysts are
reacting positively to this develop-
ment, because it brings a glimmer of
hope that the until now fragmented
UNIX market can be unified, there-
by providing a real economic incen-
tive for innovative software develop-
ment native to UNIX platforms.

Novell also owns a company
called Digital Research, whose
CP/M operating system was the
first successful general-purpose
operating system for 8080- and
Z80-based desktop computers in
the late 1970's. in the mid 1980's,
the company marketed a non-
multitasking Windows competitor
called the Graphical Environment
Manager (GEMD, whose only real
success centered on its use by Xe-
rox Corp. for Ventura Publisher.
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GEM is now, for all practical pur
poses, dead. Also in the mid 1980’s
Digital Research developed several
MS-DOS clones that provided
multiuser and multitasking ca-
pabilities, none of which ever really
caught on. Most recently, Digital
Research focused its marketing on
DR-DOS, a direct competitor of
MS-DOS. DR-DOS has yet to
catch on in a serious way; nonethe-
less, Microsoft has not been
bashful about incorporating DR-
DOS-like features into DOS 5 and
the soon-to-be-released DOS 6.
Microsoft has also angered Novell
by including connectivity to Net-
Ware networks in Microsoft's own
Windows for WorkGroups.

95 million and counting

Microsoft, of course, owns MS-
DOS, which is used on 95% of the
100 million Intel-based PC's world-
wide. The remaining 5% is split
among Digital Research and several
smaller companies. Microsoft also
owns Windows 3.x, which has cata-
lyzed both software and hardware
vendor activity to unprecedented
levels, and has also incited intense
user enthusiasm. Virtually all new
hardware and software develop-
ment in the PC industry is centered
around Windows; products for other
environments—DOS, 0S/2, or
UNIX—are ported from the Win-
dows version, if at all. Upgrades to
existing products often add Win-
dows-like graphical features on a
charactermode version, as witness
recent versions of such popular pro-
grams as 1-2-3, Quattro Pro, Word,
and WordPerfect.

Microsoft also owns a network
product called LAN Manager that, in
spite of significant technical im-
provement over the past few years,
still plays a distant second fiddle to
NetWare. This gap is the one se-
rious chink in Microsoft's armor, and
the one serious threat to the theory
of the PC industry’s future that will
be outlined.

Then there is Windows for Work-
Groups, a version of Windows that
provides peer-to-peer networking to
Windows (and DOS) PC's. WfW
has Novell and Artisoft (of LAN-
tastic fame) scared to death be-
cause it offers reasonable perfor-
mance, easy instaliation, ease of

use, compatibility, and a clear up-
grade to LAN Manager. Novell's
own NetWare Lite has mostly been
ridiculed in the press as a very weak
competitor to LANtastic. And there
have been persistent rumors that
both Novell and Microsoft will in-
clude built-in network connectivity
with the next versions of DR-DOS
and MS-DOS.

Next comes Windows NT, which
Microsoft has from the beginning
promoted as an all-inclusive operat-
ing system that can support Win-
dows, 0S/2, and POSIX (the IEEE
standard form of UNIX) application
programming interfaces (API's)—
should the market so desire. NTis a
full 32-bit preemptive multitasking
operating system that is more like
08/2 and UNIX than Windows 3.x.
The difference is that porting ap-
plication programs from 3.x to NT
will be relatively simple, compared
with porting them to OS/2 or UNIX.
And that fact guarantees availability
of applications, which are what peo-
ple really buy.

Sure, performance and features
might be lacking in the first version
of NT, but they will improve over
time. The point is that NT will hit the
market at full stride, with full sup-
port from major applications ven-
dors, and without a major discon-
tinuity with past products. Currently,
there is a lot of griping in the com-
puter trade press about the “vapor
ware” quality of NT, but history—at
least recent history—suggests that
when ready, Microsoft will deliver a
quality product. IBM, by contrast,
has a history of announcing and re-
leasing products before they're
ready for prime time.

IBM

Now let’s look at OS/2 2.0. In
spite of impressive technical im-
provement, OS/2 marketing is still
grossly mismanaged. The cover
date of this issue marks the sixth
anniversary of the introduction of
0S/2. After six years, IBM's oper-
ating system still has to démon-
strate a single compelling applica-
tion. (And UNIX? Well, you can
forget about it.)

Why is it that IBM has a habit of
introducing technologies that do not
provide continuity with the past?
The Micro Channel Architecture
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(also on its sixth birthday) is a prime
exampleof IBM's habit. After years
of proselytizing, IBM never suc-
ceeded in convincing either add-on
developers or the general market
that MCA offered real technical su-
periority over the At bus, which is
now called the Industry Standard Ar-
chitecture (ISA).

Meanwhile, out of the blue (so to
speak) in the past year have come
several implementations of so-
called local buses that provide di-
rect 32-bit interfaces to the host
CPU. Ignoring the battle among
these implementations (which will
take another 12-18 months to sort
out), the point is clear: local bus
provides a readily apparent speed
advantage over the ISA, EISA, and
MCA buses. Local-bus video and
hard-disk adapters provide ripping-
fast performance compared with
even the best traditional interface
cards. Competing local-bus imple-
mentations have sprung from Intel
and the Video Electronics Stan-
dards Association (VESA)—not
IBM. IBM spawned a revolution in
color graphics when it introduced
VGA (another six year old), but sub-
sequently dropped the ball with the
8514 and more recently the XGA
video standards. The latter is being
squashed by the performance of lo-
cal-bus video.

In software, there were the
pre-2.0 versions of OS/2, which
never garnered serious industry
support, and, in fact, offended
many. There was PC-DOS 4.0, a
bug-ridden version of DOS that
sorely damaged the company's al-
ready poor reputation in software.
There was TopView, a DOS-based
multitasker whose poor quality
helped ensure the success of Quar
terdeck’s DESQview. There was the
desktop software unit, which was
simply disbanded about 18 months
ago, due to its inability to identify,
develop, and market significant ap-
plications programs. IBM’s version
of UNIX, called AlX, has been suc-
cessful because of the price/perfor-
mance advantage of the RISC-
based RS/6000 platform it runs on.
IBM's partnership with Apple in-
volves a project called Taligent, an
object-oriented operating system
about which little is known at the
present time.

in sum, IBM has had a few hits
and lots of misses. The hits have all
been hardware related. IBM has
never developed nor marketed any
significant software product for the
PC market. OS/2 will probably hang
on, but it will never overcome either
its self-inflicted onus or Microsoft’s
inexorable momentum.

Apple

Until very recently, Apple scorned
the PC market. However, the com-
pany's software subsidiary, Claris,
recently released a Windows port of
a classic Macintosh database man-
ager. In addition, Apple has tacitly
acknowledged the PC's growing im-
portance in multimedia tech-
nologies with the release of a
QuickTime player for Windows. (As
discussed here in the past, Quick-
Time is Apple's architecture for
time-variant data, particularly sound
and motion video.)

Historically, Apple's forte was
userinterface design, but through
the use of usability testing and prod-
uct iteration, Microsoft is improving
in this area tremendously, as wit-
ness Excel 4.0 and the Access
database manager. Apple’s recent
partnerships with IBM indicate the
degree to which both companies
fear Microsoft. Apple has a lot to
offer, and is not simply going to go
away. The Macintosh operating sys-
tem will probably survive at a low
level like DR-DOS and OS/2, but
Apple will substantially reinvent it-
self around portable stylus-input
handheld computers.

A few good vendors

The computer industry has gone
through wrenching changes the
past decade—but even greater
changes lie ahead. IBM and Digital
Equipment are in deep trouble. Mi-
crosoft's dominance continues to
grow, and that dominance angers
and challenges many people. | think
we are heading toward massive in-
dustry consolidation that will leave
only a few hardware vendors and
only a few software vendors. Take it
a step further. There will be only a
few computer vendors.

The distinctions among hard-
ware, operating system, network-
ing, and applications programs exist
for technical reasons; most con-

sumers don't understand and could
not care less. People buy cars, not
engines, transmission, and chassis.
Soon computers will be sold as
complete units with CD-ROM's full
of software. These CD-ROM's will
be the equivalent of the Sears tool
kit with so many different socket
wrenches, screwdrivers, and pliers.
The CD will have a basic set of soft-
ware and many optional add-on
modules for specific tasks. The add-
on’s will be encrypted; users will be
able to gain access via an 800 tele-
phone call and credit-card number—
fonts are already sold that way.

Microsoft will have its own CD;
another company will arise from the
ashes of Borland, Lotus, WordPer
fect, and Novell, which in concert
might be able to cobble together
something comparable to Micro-
soft’s strengths in operating sys-
tems and applications. This new
company's strong point will be net-
working. Microsoft and this other
megacompany will outsource some
modules, just as the big-three auto
makers purchase tires, radios, and
many other subassemblies from
contractors.

IBM will team up with this mega-
company to provide one leading
computer brand. Microsoft will
team up with Intel (which will merge
with Gateway 2000 or Compaq or
both) to provide the other. Hong
Kong will produce a clone of the
entire system, and quickly too, it is
easier to copy an existing design
than to invent a new one from
scratch. Western Europe might
even produce a version of its own.

The UNIX market will hang on for
awhile, and eventually succumb to
this emerging world order of mega-
PC's. The shakeout will happen
sooner than many people expect,
due to increasingly rapid product in-
novation by Intel.

Like it or not, Microsoft is in con-
trol of the computer industry. Indus-
try resentment of that fact will not
change it. Recent FTC investiga-
tions of the company appear to be
turning up irregularities in the way it
markets DOS. But DOS is only a
piece of the overall picture. The FTC
never split up an auto company for
having its hand in too many pots. |
don’t expect to see it in the comput-
er industry either. Q
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