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BY J IM MOORE 
Working Smarter

A Classic Legacy

At what point does something become a
“legacy”? Especially in the IT world, is

there a single event that occurs that forever
typecasts a computer system as a legacy?

I have given this subject a fair amount of
thought lately, and I think I have come up
with the answer. Are you ready? Now do
not be shocked by this: What makes a
system a legacy is the passage of time —
that inexorable flow of the temporal river
that we all swim in. Change happens, time
passes, and bingo, legacy systems are born.

Having solved the legacy puzzle to my
satisfaction, my mind has drifted into
noodling over other areas of human
endeavor. I wonder if the same time-based
legacy rules apply to things like music, lit-
erature and art? Or, is there something so
unique about computers and software that
somehow they are given an exemption from
historical realities?

Music is a good place to start. Would
compositions from the likes of Mozart and
Beethoven be considered “legacy” music?
They are certainly old enough. Has music
changed so dramatically over the centuries
that only the latest flavor has any merit or
value? Fans of 1940s swing music, 1960s
acid rock, or even, God help me, 1980s
big-hair techno, do not consider their
music legacy. Retro maybe. Dated?
Certainly. But definitely not ready for the
historical trash heap.

Instead, older styles of music are referred
to as “classical” or “classic.” Now, that’s
more like it!

What is it about computer software that
is so different from everything else?
Nothing really. I live in a legacy house,
drive a legacy car, listen to legacy music
and heck, I am a living, breathing legacy.
Time has this nasty tendency of imposing
itself on everything. The legacy systems of

tomorrow are all being built today. Bought
any good ERP systems lately?

To see how well you comprehend the
passage of time, pour a cup of your favorite
beverage, relax and take the simple quiz in
Figure 1. Match the colloquial phrase in the
first column with the matching definition in
the second column. (The answers are printed
at the end of this column.)

I think of a minute as containing 60
seconds, an hour consisting of 60 minutes,

and of a day being made up of 24 hours.
Time is either spent or wasted, never saved.
We are all allotted the same dollop on a
daily basis, and until we leave this veil of
tears, we spend (or waste) every single
second of every single hour of every single
day doing something.

Have you ever wondered why PC-based
legacy systems are about as common as
blue moons? They are out there but are
rarely seen. As recently as 1999, I was
working at a site that still used Windows
3.1 as their default desktop. At my most
recent client, one of the creakiest and
crankiest legacy systems is written in
PowerBuilder/Sybase.

My explanation for this is that most PC-
based (and Internet) systems are essentially
disposable. They are discarded when they
can no longer do the job. When was the last
time you saw a dBase/Lotus 1-2-3/WordStar
system running under DOS?

While there is no denying the impact of
new technologies like the graphical Web
browser, many people forget that the Internet
itself is the ultimate legacy system... excuse
me, classical system. The reason that the
framers of the U.S. Constitution insisted that
one had to be at least 35 years old to hold the
office of President is simple: maturity. Think
about this in terms of software. How many 35
year-old computer systems are still in use?

What makes a system
a legacy is the passage

of time — that
inexorable flow of the
temporal river that we

all swim in. Change
happens, time passes,

and bingo, legacy
systems are born.

1. New York minute a. Is the "S" in MIPS 

2. Dog year b. The opposite of fake time 
3. Mexican hour c. Marketing phrase to make you feel intensely pressured to buy software 

4. CPU second d. One of these equals seven human years 
5. Internet time e. Could last all afternoon 

6. Real time f. The second full moon in a calendar month (most months have only one)  
7. A Blue Moon g. Like an Internet minute, I guess 

FIGURE 1: QUIZ
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I have owned an unbroken string of
computers dating back to 1980. I will never
forget buying my first Apple II+ at a store
called “The Digital Den.” And there was the
IBM PS/2 in 1988 followed by my first
multi-meg TDK in 1991, and then a string
of Gateway computers in the 1990s. Where
are they all now? I do not know. I gave them
all away to charities, relatives and churches.
Did I get value from them? Yes. Do I miss
them? No.

Even though I spent thousands of dollars
on all that hardware and software over the
years, I have no regrets about dumping it.
The situation for many businesses over the
last 20 years is not all that different from
my own.

Yet, I know of code that I wrote in the
late 1970s and early 1980s that is still being
put to productive use today. On a daily
basis, I am working with databases that
were designed many years ago. These clas-
sic databases are still very much at the heart
of many large companies’ IT environments.
Let me rephrase that a bit better: If the
older, legacy database were to suddenly
disappear, the company could no longer
stay in business.

Time will pass, that is a certainty.
Software, music, literature and art age right
along with us, the ones who created it. For
those of us who toil in the legacy vineyards,
satisfaction can be derived from the very
fact that these systems are still around. And
like my state-of-the-’80s microwave oven,
they still do the job that they were designed
to do.

So the next time some 20-something code
cowboy haughtily refers to the systems you
support as “legacy” systems with an obvious

tone of contempt in his voice, simply inter-
rupt him and say: “We prefer to call them
our ‘classic’ systems.”

NaSPA member Jim Moore is the president
of Concentrated Logic Corporation, a
Glendale Heights, Ill.-based software devel-
opment firm specializing in TSO/ISPF/PDF
and database design. He can be reached at
conlogco@ix.netcom.com.

TIP OF THE MONTH:

Be kind and generous to
the younger people who are
entering the IT trade. Most
are sharp-minded and keen
on what they do for a living
even if precious few of
them understand things like
hexadecimal, binary numbers
and anything that does not
have a screen attached to it.

Quiz Answers:

1. g. 2. d. 3. e. 4. a.
5. c. 6. b. 7. f.


