
It is 2006 now. The year 2006 marks a whole slew of anniversaries
and other milestones for me. I have now been toiling in the
vineyards of programming and computers for over 30 years, been

married (to the same woman) for 25 of those years and my youngest
child will be leaving the nest come September of this year.

My wife and I will become empty nesters, something that we will
both dread and enjoy.

I will have my 54th birthday this May if I’m lucky. I’m still too
young to retire but have been feeling a bit run-down and a tad burned-
out on the old computer career lately.

The month name of January has its origin in the Roman god named
Janus—the god of gates and doors, beginnings and endings, who
looked both forward and backwards in time. With your indulgence, I
would like to do the same this month.

THE BEGINNINGS

Having made it this far, I can’t help but look back and try hard to
summon up the long-ago feelings and thoughts that motivated me back
in 1975—why did I get into this line of work again?

It’s easy to forget the seminal days after 30 years but one memory is
clear: I got into it for the money, of course!

It was an entirely different world back in the mid-1970s: Saturday
Night Live was a brand-new late night TV show, Gerald Ford was still
President and MVS still ran its work in 16 megabyte address spaces.
XA? What’s that?

There was no glamour, flashy graphics, or email. No pagers or cell
phones, just green bar, chip bins and chattering pin-fed paper terminals.
Heck, the now obsolete 3270 “green screen” was just coming into
every day use and was looked upon as a high-end luxury item.

It was so different. We called our business DP (data processing) or
sometimes, EDP (electronic data processing). I guess the accepted
acronym of the 21st Century is IT (Information Technology). Good, I
never liked the DP or EDP terms.

We all wore shirts and ties and worked out of bullpens—areas that
contained the terminals that were shared by all of the programmers.
Having your own terminal at your desk? Unheard of as it was way
too expensive.

At our desks, we used pencil and paper to “code” our programs on
these pads of paper known as—what else?—coding sheets.

It took me a few months but I quickly realized the importance of this
computer programming jazz. With a set of carefully crafted programs,
a business could gain valuable repeatability, near-perfect accuracy and

extremely fast completion of a process—almost any process. “This is
cool,” I told myself.

THE EVOLUTION

Over the ensuing years, I watched and participated as computers
became smaller, networks became more far-reaching and new pro-
gramming languages came into being. Additionally, some older lan-
guages evolved and became more powerful while others were left to
wither on the vine.

I was lusting after a computer in late 1979. I wanted one in the worst
way! In early 1980, I decided to go out and spend about $3,000 on an
Apple II+ with 48K of memory. Friends, relatives and neighbors all had
a good laugh at my expense but they’re the same people who now ask
me an endless stream of questions about computers.

The 1980s were probably my personal Golden Age when it comes to
all things related to computers. Mainframes, mid-ranges and yes, PCs
(Apple and IBM) were my stock-in-trade, although the mainframe
always paid the bills.

The very first time I “dialed-in” to a mainframe from a PC, it was on
my old Apple II+ using ProComm—a seminal 3270 emulator—with a
4800 baud Hayes modem. This was around 1986 and the Apple II+ was
already woefully obsolete. I did have it upgraded to 64K by then but by
1986 PCs were approaching the one megabyte memory line and they
were actually talking about making a built-in hard drive standard equip-
ment—as large as 100 megabytes!

My fascination with ISPF began in 1981, about two years after I first
started working with it on a day-to-day basis. Somewhere, I got my
hands on a manual that revealed to me that there was a semi-open pro-
gramming interface available for ISPF. After a few failed attempts, I
was actually able to cobble together my first ISPF dialog around
1982—a time-reporting system for us programmers.

By the 1990s, all things mainframe were beginning to become
passé. I felt it most clearly around late 1992 into 1993. Windows
3.0 had stabilized into Windows 3.1 and the GUI revolution was
off to the races. Sometime, by the mid-to-late 1990s, the idea had
been thoroughly established that if a computer didn’t have a
screen with graphic images that could be clicked on with a mouse,
it wasn’t a computer.

Once the Internet was firmly established as a mainstay of com-
puting—business, government and consumer—it was all over for
the mainframe.

Or was it?
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THE FUTURE

I’d rather not know what the future holds but I can’t help but try to
peek into it. I’m going to try to keep this as simple as possible.

If there is one thing that I have learned in over 30 years of comput-
ing it is this: There are essentially only two different ways to use a com-
puter for business. These are:

▼ To do a massive transformation of data, all at once
▼ To do a random, almost serendipitous transformation of data

I’ll call the first bullet point “batch” and the second one “online.” As
early as 1975, my first year as a programmer, I recall these being called
transform (batch) versus transaction (online).

The Internet, CICS, IMS-DC and whole host of other serendipitous
and semi- serendipitous methods of accessing and transforming data
all fall into the massive realm of transactional programming. You
might have a database that contains millions of pieces of data but on
any given day, only a small percentage of the data items are accessed
and updated by way of online transactions. Which ones? Depends on
your business.

JCL streams on mainframes are the freight trains of transform
processes. Frequently, these heavy-duty, unattended overnight
processes touch every single piece of data looking to transform it in
some way. There are no screens, interfaces or really very much in
the way of human-computer interaction involved with mass data
transformation.

When finished, the data is transformed somehow. How? Depends
upon your business and the design of the transformation.

These behind-the-scenes transformation processes are still a large
component of the IT industry. They are essentially invisible to most
transaction-based systems until of course, the time comes to make data
available to be transformed.

And to me, this is a real bright spot in the future of mainframes and
other large systems such as Unix-based servers. Their massive data
transformation capability will always be needed. Even if this becomes
the sole reason for maintaining a large server, the underlying need for
massive data transformation will always be there—just as there is still
a need for freight trains.

If I can make it to September 2006, that will mark my 10th
anniversary of writing the Working Smarter column. I plan on making
that anniversary.  

NaSPA member Jim Moore is the president of Concentrated Logic
Corporation, a Glendale Heights, IL-based software development firm spe-
cializing in TSO/ISPF/PDF and database design.
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