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Interview

UMANG GUPTA

THE NEW ORACLE?

Gupta Technologies' namesake reveals his
strategy for taking the lead in the coming
age of graphics-based environments.

U mang Gupta goes back to the very beginming ol 501 on PCs. His experience
with & group ol IBM upstarts explains why Gupta Technologies got its head
start in SOL database servers an [LANs with SQ1LBase — the first 1o ship by several
years — and in graphical database front ends with SQL Windows, His experience at
Oracle also seems 1o have had an impact; lollowing in the onee small, now giant
footsteps of Omacle, Gupla Technologies has thos far doubled its revenues every
vear of its existence, The company’s newly introduced SQLBase 4 (see this issue’s
featured pew prodoct) and & retaill version of SQL Windows may allow Gupta o
maintain that pace.

The story begins in 1983, The [BM Entry Systems Division in Boca Raton, Florida
was riding a long hot streak; they could do no wrong. Boca had bull a billion dollar
business from nothing, faster than IBM ordinanily put wogether a request for bids.

The [EM PC AT was about to come out, which would put Big Blue's PCs back in
fromt technologically. Someone in Boca realized the 80286 at the heart of the AT had
cnough horsepower to run a QL database that could be a peer with databases on
[EM's large machines, vet offer the responsive user interface people had come 1o
expect on PCs. And so it was that the Entry Systems Division put out requests for
bids 1o a handful of firms for a DB2compatible database optimized for the AT
plattorm. Umang Gupta, then working for Oracle, was one of the people wha put
logether a specification proposal for [BAM's PC version of DBE2

Insiders say that when IBM' s Santa Theresa lab, birthplace of the relational theory
and DB2, heard of Boca's move, they were up in arms. Felational databases were a
strategic [BM technology: the PC hardware people, they said, had no business
messing around in Santa Theresa s kev technology. It was a turning point, because
the upper echelon at [BM listened to Santa Theresa. Relaticnal databases were too
important ta be lefl o an independent entity; indeed, perhaps PCs were becoming
loo important to be left o an independent entity. It was the beginning of the end of
the independence of Entry Systems; the mavericks who created the PO were soon
fulded in with the rest of [BM.

Developing thal relationizl database bid for Entry Systems was also the impetus
that convinced Umang Gupta to leave Oracle, where he was vice president and
general manager of Oracle’s Micro Products group, Cracle had high hopes for the
PC business; the company Gupts founded eventually built the first version of PC
Frofessional. But Gupta leaned more toward the philosophy of the 1BM bid, which
was to build each database engine and user interface to fit the platform it ran on
That's where the conversation between DBMS Editor in Chiel Kevin Strehlo and
Umang Gupta began.

DBEMS: Why did yvou leave Oracle?

GUPTA: 1 ielt that 1o bring SQL o the
PC you need an engine that's optimized
for PC usage, not just for the hardware,
Oracle's userinterfaces, having emerged
from the minicompauier world, would not
be attractive to the PC marketplace. At
Oracle there was — & — a clash of cul
tures. Portability is the key at Oracle,
Make this product look, touch, feel the
wune on minis, mainframes, and micros
That's a valid concept if your primary
goal g o sell prodocts on minis and
mainirames, and, peripherally, PCs. It's
not how vou sell PC software, though,

DBEMS: Oracle professes to be very
serious about PCs, particularly the
LAN business, Thev've introduced da-
tnbase servers for PCs now for all the
network platdforms,

GUPTA: They are serious. Rut there's a
difterence between selling a dalabase
server on LANs and selling a LAN DEMS
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system [or PC users. A server ona LAN
can have many of the same charactens
tics as on the mini and the mainframe
But a LAN DEMS for PCs has to difter
To optimize performance an a PC, you
may want a client-server architecture, You
can make esgines partable to the PC — al
the expense of performance —bual not
wser interfaces, You cannol build o user
imterface thal's eptimized for the new
graphics environments — Microsoft Win
dows, Presentaton Manager, or the Macm-
toah and X-Windows platforms —and port
it to dumb mini and mainframe terminals
withoit sacrifice. [ don'l believe Oracle
has been willing 10 make those hard
choices

DBEMS: A lot of companies working
on front end strategies extend appli-
cation portability not only to graphic
workstations — the Mac, (o Windows
and PM on PCs — but also to charac-
ter mode on PUs, Gupta has chosen
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to ignore character mode, Why?
GUFTA: 1 believe in some of the early
landmark principles of user interfaces
T alleow the hurman imagination to Qower
you have to have bit-mapped graphics
For example, you want to wrile a check-
wriling program? Put a picture of a check
in front of the person. You want special
help facilities? Draw pictures. You ean
do that in a graphics-based syslem, but
niot in a character-based one.

DBMS: But even in character mode,
you can have an interface that uses
the mouse, pull-down menus, scroll
bars . . . . You can get the chief advan-
tagies of graphic interfaces, yel run
on most existing PCs.

GUPTA: I is possible. But [ don't think
the graphics environment will slop al
sernll bars and pull-down menus. We're
going through a transition where people
are experimenting and changes are com-
ing in incremental steps. They've gone

away from funclion keys to hierarchical
menus, for example. Scroll bars have

| replaced function Keys for browsing. And

graphic images are becoming more preva
lent, Look at our S0 1L Windows products
Laak ar Excel, Its graphical capabilities
are phenomenal! So i you limit yoursell
1o chargeter-mode svstems 1o accommo-
il existing svstems you'll always have
an upper limit. And hardware prices are
coming dowr. People are willing to buy
two-, three-, four-megahyte 386 machines
that can run Windows and "M, so why
ol b at the starting point of a graphics
based environment cycle?

DEMS: My own company is building
a sales support application using the
SOLBase engine, Our MIS director
loved 501 Windows, But he looked
at the installed hase of machines with
lots of BOBEs and one-megabytle 286
machines, and thought, "1 ] want good
| performance, ['d have to upgrade all




these machines o 386Gswith four meg-
bvtes, There's no way,”

GUFTA: As 3 company, we are depend-
ing on the fact that over Bme most people
will have 386 systems with four mega
bytes. However, we're not depending on
that for revenues this year or next. Our
strategy is 10 offer a range of produects,
You want to use our database engine in
single-user or rmubtiuser mode? You can,
You want front end toals that kave the
Windows graphic interface, and you have
the right hardware? You can, I vou don't,
na problem, Use Clipper with the Planet
Library., Use COBOL. Use C, We have
customers using our syslems on S08S-
based machines. We're at the start of a
product’s life cycle, so we need to offer
choices well into the 1990=. This is the
beginning,

DBMS: Alarge part of your business
will come from Fortune 2000 compa-
nies that today run SQL databases
on large pladforms. Let’s ignore price
and performance and say they want
héetter user interfaces, so they're mov-
ing o PC LANs, But won't they go
with those lnrge system database com-
panies with whom they've established
relationships, whose support organi-
zations they know and trust?

GUPTA: Fair question. But you could
also ask, “Why doesn't evervbody just
buy IBM?" But evervbody doesn’t just
buy THM, People buy things they need
from a particular vendor that they don’t
get from another vendor, It comes down
to what market the vendor wanls o em-
phasize. Tradiional minicomputer DBMS
vendors emphasize the one-size-fits-all
philosophy. Here's my DEMS. Here's o
sel of tools. Run them on your micro ar
your mini, and I'll connect it all together
as long as you buy my product for every
one of your machines,

DEMS: IBM ha=n‘t done that. They
have different source code for all of
the platforms, the AS/400, PC, two
mainframe products. They will have
real connectivity with a distributed
database in which the location of data
will eventually become invisible, How
do vou compete with that?

GUPTA: IBM's conneclivity strategy
makes a lot of sense, ThevTe oot rying
to sell a deskiop machine with 370 archi-
tecture. They're peally different architec
tures. The pperating system is different,
They're optimized. And they plan Lo pro-
vide universal connectivity through SAA.
Our connectivity strategy builds upon
the SAA concepl. We agree that you
should aptimize vour engine for the plat-
form. But IBM savs, “Buy an [BM prod-
uct on your mid-range mini and main-
frame, and we'll connect it all together.”
We say, "Buy any DBEMS engine of your
1_'}|ui1.:l_', ;m{l W :'1| COnnect it all IGF{('L]'H.‘T"
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I you limit yourself to

character-mode systems

you’ll always have an
upper limit.

DBEMS: Your S0QL Network product
provides connectivity to DB2, but how
many people are actually asing it to-
day? Isn't it more of n check-off item
to assure people they can implement
future strategics?

GUFTA: I's a more important part of
business measured in dollars than inunits
because of it price poinl. We have more
than 2000 locations right now, Not all of
I;hi'm dare 1.'ur|1|r-|.‘rﬂl 1o DB2. But because
most of those cuslamers are major cor-
porate accounts, almost all want to be
confident that they can one day connect
to DB2 ar Oracle. And those people who
are connected to DBEZ are doing serous
work, Citicorp, for example, has a for-
eign curteney trading application that uses
a connection o DB2,

DEMS: Why ix IME2 the database to
comnect to on mainframes, when 50017
DS actually has a greater number of
installed sites.

GUITTA: DER2 and SQL/TYS are not that
different. They do GRANT and REVOKE
differently, but most of the data manipu-
lation statements — SELECT, UPDATE,
INSERT, and DELETE — are the same.
The main reason vou hear more abowt
VB2 is that it i< used in corporate produc-
tion shops: it is being sold as a potential
replacement for IMS. That's where the
corporate data really is. SQL/DS shops
tend to use it for decision support.

DBMS: Whyisn't SQL/DS a more logi-
cal match 0 networks and database
servers. Aren't they going to be used
primarily for decision support?

GUFTA: | disagres. Netwaorks will con-
tinue to replace traditional mini- and main-

frame-type applications for mission crib-
cal work as well as for decision supporl.
I think the lines between the two will
blur, and voull have to build svelems
that accommodate both rom the same
corporate data sources.

DEMS: One thing that got o lot of
play in the press was the concept of
groupware, We're seeing some group-
ware actually come oul now; for ex-
ample, Sarns has a document track-
ing system built on SL Server. Are
there groupware applications like that
under development on SQLBase?
GUPFTA: First, let's define groupwaire:
It i wsually a set of tools that increase
the productivity ol a group of office pro-
fessionals, rather than an indvidual. For
example, Lotus 1-23 is & personal pro-
ductivity 1oal, while electronic mail, or
products like Lotus Notes or OfficeYision
from IBM. will be groupware. You can
expect 1o see a number of groupware
products on our system. For example,
the PSDI project development applica-
tion will run aff 51 Base. Then there's
another group, the moltiuser data query
and access wals, To the extent that they
work with a database server, products
[ike= Excel are also groupware, Over time,
0L Windows will evolve into that kind
of groupsware gl for affice automation
and end user ad hoe query and reporting.
It will compete with Paradox and other
PC DBEMSs.

DBEMS: How is the connectivity han-
dlied between Excel and SO LEase?
GUIFTA: In two ways. Excel can have a
direct connection te SQLBase, One of
our distributors in the United Kingdom,
Henly Saftware, buill a product called
SOL Vision that allows vou to use Excel
as a front end to SOLBase and automati-
cally connect to DE2 or to any of our
back end engines. It uses DDE as the
direct router w talk 1o 50 LBase, We
expect ta introduce S0L Vision in the
Uniled States, shorily, Excel can also
connect as a cooperating application with
SOL Windows. You write an application
in SOL Windows and use SQL Windows'
DDE functions in SAL, our 4GL. You
could have a <ot of Exce]l macros wrilten
on the Excel side and a sel of SAL DDE
functions on the SOL Windows side, and
the twi cooperate,

DBEMS: You've just hired Chuck Elli-
son, who headed Ashton-Tate's retail
efforts during their explosive growth
vears, The retail channel is an inter-
esting place for vou to go, because it
seems that your focus is on Fortune
20100, Is that a necessary channel for
these decision suppor! products that
will tap database servers?

GUPTA: Cur company started as atech-
nology company building database serv-




ers. And we recognized that such tech-
nology had 1o be sold directly 1o comps-
mies who had the technical expertise (o
witnl 1o use i, That means the Fortune
2000, Bul there are explosive growth pos-
sibilities for databaze servers i the 1590s,
not fust for accounting or GLTE applics-
tioms, but for office automation. To make
that happen, we have 1 offer easy-to-use
toals that the average busimess profes-
siomal can use on 2 PC, either stand-alone
or on a4 LAM with a database server or
perhaps connected o 4 mainlrame or 8
VAX, Offering those 1ools [0 a mass mar
ket is essential, and that's why we're
going retail.

DBMS: What about the retnil DEMS
competition? Bevond toda's players,
Lotus has announced and demon-
strated DEMS tools, and although Mi-
crosall hasn't made any official an-
nouncement, evervone has heard of
(Imega.

GUPTA Thers are clearly a set of front
end tool companies in the PC DEMS
business; Paradox, dBASE. Microrim, Ex-
psting products will be retrofitted, Same
time next year, you can expect the Micro-
soft Omega product and the Lotus DBMS
product, and who knows what #lse. We
feel we have an incredible technology
lead in terms of the front end (ool busi-
ness, Anvbody who comes into this
markel — six months, a year from now,
or whatever — will have 1o evolve thelr
product over tme to catch up

DBEMS5: But how do vou win the nec-
essary mind share. Take servers: We
ran a contest where we asked our
readers to vote for their favorite prod-
ucts. We asked them o vote only for

| ones they actually used, but that didn't

happen. The winner in the database
server category was Oracle Server,
their older product that runs only on
Xenix and requires Excelan LAN hard-
ware. That's a small percentage of the
market. If Oracle wins in a very data-
hase-literate group's mind with a prod-
uct with a minimal installed bise, how
do you get up to the level of mind
share you need (o serioush compete?
GIPTA: There's a big differencoe belween
mind shire and markel share, How many
of those people actually bought Orache®
Mind share s an importan! element of
establishing good market share, but over
time mind share changes. We believe
we can swing things our way by leverag-
ing our technology position with good
management. strong marketing, and a
strong ability 10 get products through
distribution channels.

Cur products span back end servers,
front end tools, and connectivity 117s im-
portant o sell these products through
channels that make sense. For end user
PC lools, a portion of our marketing must

SaL Windows will
evolve into a kind of
groupware fool for office

avtomation.

be strong in mass market channels. On
the olher handd, we need 1o sell o the
technically oriented people directly, Our
alliances aim to round out our distribution
capahilities, because we hgee all the prod-
ucts we need, The best way to do that is
1o establish strategic parmnerships with
companies that have access o a large
corporate sale< force and to large mar-
kets that we could not otherwise get into.

DBMS: It seems that the key is io
leverage the sales and support force
that got Novell into nearly every large
company in the U5, And no database
server vendor seems to have gotten o
grip on that channel.

GUPTA: Novell has done a marvelous
jeh with the YAR channel,

DEMS: How do vou leverage that?
GUPTA: We have a high regard for No-
vell's leadership position and the VAR
base that sells Novell products, and we
are actively working with YARs in the
LAN business. Most of them are Novell
resellers.

EMS: What do yvou have to do o
muake it attractive for Novell VARs o
sell your products?

GUFTA: We atfer them a complete solu-
tion that they can sell o ther customers,
We've assembled the most qualified set
of techinical and sales people in the LAN
DBMS business, Wi are the experts in
the business,

NBM5: You mean becouse evervhbody
else is just getting started with client-
server, because their products are
just shipping.

GUFTA: And weve been there thirees
VAN MO,

DHMS: What about Dbase? On the
PC the predominant database tech-
nology is the Dbase language, amd
some people scem 0 be waiting o see
whut the major Dbase language ven-
dors deliver beflore making any dedi-
sions on database servers, Ina plan-to-
buy survey we did, Fox Server is very
strong, and people are still waiting for
Ashton-Tate's connection from dHASE
to SOL Server. What will have to hap-
pen for vou to make inroads?
GUPTA; We're already making inroads,
We have former dBASE customers, who
would rather use a product that does not
use dBASE i works with S0QL Wine
dows. Wi alse hive customers wlio've
sad, “We'd prefer to stay with dBASE,”
and they're huying the Clipper connec-
lon o our syslem. The whole world
doesn’t have to swilch to graphics for us
1o be successful; it's only necessary for
sope percentage of the world o buy our
graphics toals, some percentage Lo buy
the charmcter-based] conpections o our
SCIL database engine, and some percent-
age to buy connectivity products. We'ne
not leoking for a hundred percent mar-
ket share,

DEMS: You have serious competition
in the Dbase world., Nantucket sees
the same potential in the client-
server architecture. Their nexa ver-
sion of Clipper has a “choose your
back end” strategy, where vou pick
an engine, but the front end tool will
be Clipper.

GUPTA: And we want 1o encoursge (wery
Clipper developer to develop for S0Q1LBase
a4 the back end, or our SOL Gateways as
conmectivity 1o DB2

DBMS: So it's a two-prong strategy,
GUPTA: I's a three-prong sieategy. 1f
you buy our fronl end tools, we love it
Il you'd prefer existing tools, buy our
database server, I vou'd like o buy sorme
one else's database server, use our cone
nectivily teols, You dont peed to buy
SOLBase from us 10 have connectivity
to DBE2, You can develop an application
in Clipper and have that application talk
to DB2 without a S0 Base engine in the
middle — just buy our SGL Gateway and
a 500 network product.

DBEMS: The other Dbhase gquestion is
whether Dbase is a good fit to SQL.

GUFTA: Alotof people. especially dABASE
people, say you don't have w change
vourexisting dBASE applications 1o move
into the SOL world, That's a myth. You
't use most reaklife applications with
SOL without some reengineering. You
catn easily map certam quenes, such as
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a single table query saying, “Give me the
name” from a dBASE statement o S0
using the SQL GROUP BY operator. But
nested queries are impossible to map
from dBASE into SOL because it has no
equivalent capability. dBASE, of course,
writes a program 1o do the job. You could
alwiys do all the work in the front end
and treat the back end SOL engine as a
table server having a single table, That
can be easily mapped, but vou're unlikely
b get good performance.

DBMS: Another issue that arises is
the need to mask parts of Dbase. For
example, Dbase has the concept of
record number, time stamp, and of a
record that's been marked for dele-
tion but is not vet deleted by a “pack.”
If that information is in a SQL table
and another front end accesses it
SQL Server hides the Dhase-specific
records, or hides records that have
been marked for deletion, or what-
ever s necessary, Doesn’t that give
S0 Server a competitive advanioage
in terms of linking to Dhase front ends?
GUPTA: You're sayving that SQL. Server
has some features that make it perform
invisible SCL better. I'm questioning the
very basis of invisible SQL. Typical appli-
cations don't require single able JOTNS,
single tahle queries; they do JOIN=. Dibase

W say, buy any DBMS
engine of your choice and

we’ll connect it all
together.

apps ise ageregation and nestng que
res, il those are not mappable =L

DBMS: Do vou have customers who
use the Planet libraries and have found
that their Clipper applications don't
translate over?

GUPTA: Most people who use Plane
recogmize that Dbase applications do not
translate. They do it because they want
o take advantage of the additonal fea-
tres of our SGLBase engine; they ac-
cess raw SO L capabilities,

DEBEMS: Despite the poor matchup be-
tween Dhase and SQL, wouldn't vou
like to tap the widespread expertise
in Dbhase as a programming tooel?

GUPFTA: Sure. Third-party programmers
are developing dynamic link libraries for
SUL Windows 1o handle graphics imag-
ing. to attach Excel connections, and po-
tentially even to make Dbase code inve-
cable from 501 Windows, which 1s a

passibility we are currently exploring.
Drbase is also important as a model. [
think the biggest reason for Dbase’s suc-
ciss is that it is a very strong programe
ming platform that allows anybody o
develop the most sophisticated of appl-
cations. Over time it has developed an
meredibly loval base of third-party devel
opers who have buile applications that
allowed Dbase to be nsed by an average
end user. At the same time, Ashton-Taue
kepl extending its end user capahilities
until it was also a stand-alone dats query
towsl, an allernative to products ke Syman-
tec's QA | believe that the key to suc-
cess in the new graphical marketplace
will be to follow those footsteps, That's
why we came out first with a programma-
ble DBMS. You can develop sophisti-
cated applications with it. In the coming
vear, we will deliver a version that lets
the average end user leverage SOL Win-
dows, =0 when a corporate buver looks
al it he sees a strong product his end
user clientele can use straight out of the
hax as well as an oxtremely strong prod-
uct Lo write applications that connect to
his database servers, The original dBASE
11 dicin’t da all those things. [ was dBASE
IT1. dBASE 1M1 Flus, and maybe one day
ABASE TV, Aned | sugpgest 1o vou that just
as we brought out SQL Windows 1. there
will be a SOL Windows I next year, and
a ll beyond that. ™
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