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In the 1960’s, computers were large (“main frames”) and each manufacturer had a unique operating system (OS). Attempts to develop a more universal  OS failed, but Bell Lab developers used these efforts to make a new OS (Unix) that ran on smaller “mini” computers (size of a refrigerator versus size of a kitchen). Since there was little commercial interest in smaller “personal computers” in the early 70’s, they were allowed to offer source code to universities. Unix became a key tool to develop computer professionals since results could be openly published in contrast to proprietary systems.

In 1984, AT&T was broken-up into the “baby Bells,” and they took the opportunity to ask for return of rights to Unix since PC’s were now a big commercial item. However, a lot of additional code had been written since 1975 by others on which AT&T had no claim. 

Developers set about to write missing pieces taken back by Bell Labs and to further develop robust operating systems that would be freely available to all users. On the US east coast, Richard Stallman launched the GNU Project and developed the GNU Public License (GPL) as a legal tool to ensure future software would continue to be free. On the west coast, a group at the University of California at Berkeley worked on and improved the Unix system and built applications for their Berkeley Software Distribution (BSDUnix). 

It was not until the early 1990’s that Unix versions unencumbered by any AT&T license requirement were available. Bill Jolitz developed 386BSD for PC’s which spawned a family of operating systems – NetBSD, FreeBSD, and OpenBSD). Linus Torvalds implemented a new kernel (Linux) and used utilities from the GNU project to inspire a family of GNU/Linux systems – Red Hat, Debian, Slackware, etc.)

Given the essential software base and necessary legal standing, software developers pushed to create programs for these new systems. Initial programs were limited, however, to using a Command Line Interface (CLI) which was different from the Graphics User Interface (GUI) used by proprietary systems at that time. To  address this, GUI desktop” front-ends were developed. The two most popular desktops were GNOME and KDE. In addition, “package management” software was developed to aid the normal user in finding and installing software free from the Internet.

With a wide variety of freely similar options, groups had to bundle selected software into an infrastructure of operating system and applications that worked well together. These sets of programs are called distributions (“distro’s”), and over 300 distro’s are available today.

In 1997 the term “open source” became popular to define these non-proprietary works. “Source” code is a set of computer instructions written in a type of computer language that can be read by humans. It is later “compiled” into a machine-code readable by computers. With source code “openly” available, programmers can make modifications and additions to the original program with little effort. Thus, once the original work is done by dedicated volunteers, incremental improvements require very little time and

programs can be offered without cost to users.  
There are now many sophisticated open source programs available for major PC operating systems (Windows, Mac OS, Linux, and BSD). Some examples are: 

1. OpenOffice.org  (personal productivity)

2. Firefox (Internet browser)

3. Thunderbird (e-mail client)

4. GIMP (photo editor)

5. Inkscape (vector graphics program)

6. Audacity (audio editor)

7. Avidemux (video editor) 

Due to slower development of open source programs in general and momentum of  established proprietary systems, open source OS has only a small share in the PC arena. The situation is different in the mobile market, however, where the open source Android OS for smart phones is currently the most popular platform. Android development is being led by Google, and over two dozen handset and tablet manufacturers have implemented  it on their equipment. 

From humble beginnings, open source software has grown to be a key factor in modern technology.

