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At an IBM conference about five years
ago, I was chatting with a senior exec-

utive in the company’s S/390 division about
the future of large systems. She was saying
that one of the real marketing challenges
she faced was the staid image of the S/390.
In particular, she wanted to banish the word
“mainframe” from the S/390 vocabulary:
“Mainframe” evoked all that was dull and
dusty about centralized computing, about
data center control and inflexibility.
“Mainframe” did not do justice to the S/390’s
advanced capabilities nor its place in the new
world of business-driven computing.

How things change! Not only have the
S/390 and zSeries never shaken off the main-
frame epithet (probably because nobody
could think of a better way to describe them)
but, on the contrary, now every server vendor
wants to sell you a mainframe, or at least a
product identified so closely with the tradi-
tional strengths of the mainframe that it
could be viewed as a viable alternative.

And that, I guess, is the important dis-
tinction. Whether or not the S/390 platform
offers the applications you need, the price
you are looking for, or the long-term
prospects to let you sleep soundly at night,
what it certainly does provide are the archi-
tectural characteristics that you would dearly
like your other servers to display.

Take a look at the current round of
announcements from the systems vendors,
and what stands out is a universal acceptance
of the fact that now, more than ever, users
need the functionality and resilience associ-
ated with the mainframe platform:

● Take Sun, for instance. With its
“midframe” Sun Fires, its “Unix
mainframe” Starfires, and its new
top-end “big iron” Starcats (those
quotes come from its marketing

literature!), there can be no doubt how
Sun wants the market to view its servers.
Offering 100 percent fault-isolated
domains, on-the-fly configuration, and
72 CPUs in a box, Sun is attempting to
expand its market by replacing existing
mainframes and consolidating distributed
servers, using claimed cost-of-ownership
improvements as the main lever.

● IBM’s upcoming Regatta, employing
POWER 4 chip technology, borrows a
number of capabilities from the S/390
platform, mostly focused on advanced
error detection and correction, predictive
fault management, and other system
management functions that come
under the general title of “automated
operations.” IBM likes to promote the
growing commonality of function
between OS/390 (z/OS) and AIX 5L, if
only to add substance to its over-arching
e-server strategy, and the two platforms
are certainly moving closer to one
another, and to OS/400.

● HP broke new ground with its
mainframe-style Superdome last year,
and it is now extending the system’s
technical characteristics down into
mid-range territory with the new
rp8400, offering virtual partitioning,
more linear scalability, and a strong
focus on workload management
through HP-UX 11i. Its three-pronged
Unix/NT/Linux strategy clearly makes
it an attractive option for companies
consolidating large numbers of
diverse applications.

● Unisys, with its Burroughs heritage,
continues to act as Microsoft’s princi-
pal advisor on mainframe develop-
ments. Thanks to its CMP architecture,
which supports Windows 2000
Datacenter on a 32-way (and counting)

processor, Unisys has moved closer
than anyone else to the idea of an NT
mainframe. At the moment, the compa-
ny distinguishes clearly between its
existing ClearPath mainframe strategy
and the ES7000 NT Windows server;
but as its two product lines gradually
converge, the distinction will be far less
marked. With impressive memory tech-
nology, flexible partitioning, and some
unnerving cost of ownership argu-
ments, Unisys has its eye firmly on the
Internet data center.

So why has “mainframeness” once again
become such an enviable quality in a large
server? Well, looking around at today’s
enterprise marketplace, two things immedi-
ately become clear. Large and medium-
sized corporate users, as well as service
providers, want round-the-clock availability
(to support e-business and CRM applica-
tions for an international customer base);
and they want to make cost savings by con-
solidating distributed servers.

Whichever way you look at it, you can
most likely meet these requirements most
successfully by using a highly scalable,
tightly managed centralized platform.
Whether that platform is z/OS-, OS/400-,
Unix-, or NT-based, or a mixture of all four,
depends largely on where the user has come
from and where he is going. But, in the end,
the operating system is less significant than
the underlying architecture.

So what will your next mainframe be?
There are plenty of choices.
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