HP 3000 for Complete Newbies - Sidebar 1: The HP 3000 -- Where Did It Come From?  Where Is It Going?


The HP 3000: Where Did it Come From? Where’s It Going?

The HP 3000 has been around, in one form or another, since 1972. The first machines were based on a 16-bit architecture designed and built by Hewlett-Packard engineers, and an operating system called the “Multi-Programming Executive” or MPE. The 3000 was highly successful with commercial accounts in part because an award winning database management system called “IMAGE” was bundled with each system. 


The first HP 3000s could only support communities of ten or twenty users. But HP enhanced MPE, IMAGE and the HP 3000 hardware throughout the 1970s. In the mid-80’s the company announced the last and most powerful 16-bit model, the HP 3000 Series/70. By contemporary standards, the Series/70’s hardware was not powerful. For example, the 16-bit processor ran at roughly the same speed as an Intel ’286, and RAM configurations were limited to 16MB.  In spite of this, the Series/70 was highly scalable for its day. Typical Series/70 workloads involved “heads-down” database transaction processing with about 100 concurrent users. 


The strength of the 3000 in those days was in the software - specifically in the MPE operating system, (known by this time as MPE/V) and the IMAGE DBMS (renamed to TurboIMAGE). Many computer vendors say that their systems software is “tuned for transaction processing” but in the case of the HP 3000, this is no idle claim. A tremendous amount of R&D work was done at HP to understand exactly what kinds of stresses are placed on computer systems by commercial transaction processing workloads. And the payoff from this R&D was an HP 3000 that was tuned for the best possible performance. 


In spite of this, by the late 1980’s, the HP 3000’s 16-bit processor was becoming a bottleneck. HP realized that if they wanted to grow the machine beyond midrange business workloads of 100 users or so, then a quantum leap in hardware design would be necessary. And so in a bold “bet-your-business” move, the company undertook the development of a whole new 32-bit computer architecture. Code-named “Spectrum”, this project bore fruit in the form of a stripped-down high-speed architecture that today is called “PA-RISC”. HP totally rewrote the 16-bit MPE/V operating system for PA-RISC architecture, calling it MPE XL. PA-RISC architecture is the foundation of the HP 3000 S/9xx systems and HP-UX based HP 9000 systems. The operating system is the only significant difference between HP 3000s and HP 9000s. The hardware for the two computers is virtually identical. 


In the late 1980s, sales of 16-bit HP 3000 systems (sometimes called “Classic” 3000s in a reference to a well-known soft drink) were discontinued. HP still continues to support the 16-bit “classic” systems, and many of them are still in use to this day. In spite of the enormous differences between PA-RISC architecture and “classic” HP 3000 architecture, the PA-RISC HP 3000s were designed and built to be upward compatible from earlier “Classic” models. Using a feature called “compatibility mode”, customers could continue to use HP 3000 application programs that were designed, written, compiled for 16-bit “Classic” HP 3000s. In most cases, these older application programs could be run on PA-RISC HP 3000s without modification -- not even a recompile. A PA-RISC HP 3000 can run a mixture of old 16-bit programs (designed for “classic” 3000s) and new programs (designed for PA-RISC 3000s) shifting back and forth between the two transparently. Even today, many HP 3000 applications (and even some parts of the operating system) run in compatibility mode at least part of the time. 


More recently, the evolution of the HP 3000 have been driven by the open systems revolution that swept across the IS industry beginning in the 1990s.  By 1990, most new computer applications and technologies were being developed on (and for) UNIX computers. This trend threatened to leave proprietary architectures like the HP 3000 out in the cold. 


In response, HP began bringing industry standard interfaces from the HP 9000 to the HP 3000, focusing first on functions that were standardized by IEEE’s POSIX committees. Version 4.0 of MPE XL was renamed to“MPE/iX” (the iX stands for “Integrated PosiX”). The POSIX functionality made it easier than it had been to port software from UNIX to the HP 3000. Other industry standards (BSD Sockets, SQL, ODBC, Java) have been brought to the 3000 by HP in subsequent OS releases. All this open systems functionality has continued to be enhanced on subsequent releases.
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