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Tux Turns 20
By Michael Castelluccio, Editor
There was a birthday celebration the last week of August
that escaped most people’s notice. A software program that
began as one Finnish student’s hobby turned 20 on August
25, and geeks around the world observed the day. The proalso has a larger set of stereo

of memory, it’s an interesting

gram is Linux, and it’s a computer operating system (OS)
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netbook with a decent amount
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suite has word processing,

But take away the silicon chips that help move, orga-

The Linux OS is remarkable for several reasons. First,

HISTORY
Before we look at the origins, just a word about the folklore. Linux doesn’t have a logo. Instead, it has a penguin.
Like Disney’s mouse, Tux (that’s the penguin’s name) is
the program’s identifier even though he’s likely to assume
different shapes and costumes depending on the Linux
variant. As the story goes, Linus Torvalds, the Finnish student who created the open source system, was visiting the
National Zoo and Aquarium with the Canberra Linux
continued on next page
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Users Group in Australia, and he was bitten by a
Fairy Penguin. His fondness for the little creatures inspired him to suggest the penguin as a

Operating Systems Used by the
500 Top Supercomputers (in percent)

fitting mascot for the software. One version of
the story claims the penguin’s name means
(T)orvald’s (U)NI(X). Others think the name is
just a reference to the feathered formal attire of
the penguin, its (TUX)edo.
On August 25, 1991, Torvalds, a student at
the University of Helsinki, posted the following
notice on a computer bulletin board online:
“I’m doing a (free) operating system (just a
hobby, won’t be big and professional like gnu)
for 386 (486) AT clones. This has been brewing
since April, and is starting to get ready. I’d like
any feedback on things people like/dislike in
minix, as my OS resembles it somewhat…I’d
like to know what features most people would
want. Any suggestions are welcome, but I won’t

Chart created by Benedikt Seidl

promise I’ll implement them:-).”
Since then, the group Linus reached out to that summer
20 years ago have formed into the coding consortium that
together writes, edits, and tests the developments to the Lin-

and has recently overtaken Apple’s iOS as the biggest selling
smartphone system. Android is built on the Linux system.
But it isn’t only the Android devices and the Googles,

ux kernel. Writing in his book, Open Life: The Philosophy of

Facebooks, and Amazons of the world running on Linux.

Open Source, Henrik Ingo estimated that “As of 2006,

More than 90% of the world’s supercomputers are now run-

approximately 2% of the Linux kernel was written by

ning Torvalds’s “hobby system.” See the chart above from the

Torvalds himself. As thousands have contributed code to

Top 500 Supercomputer sites that shows the OSs used by

the Linux kernel, such a percentage represents one of the

supercomputers.

largest personal contributions to the overall amount of

This group includes Watson, the IBM artificial intelli-

code. Torvalds remains the ultimate authority on what new

gence computer that this year defeated the two human

code is incorporated into the standard Linux kernel.”

Jeopardy television show champions Ken Jennings and
Brad Rutter. Watson is a cluster of commercially available

LINUX V MICROSOFT

servers that any client can purchase. IBM claims, “The

In the beginning, the Linux OS was touted as the open

power behind Watson lies in IBM’s DeepQA software run-

source alternative to Microsoft’s desktop OS, Windows. That

ning SUSE® Linux Enterprise Server 11 on 10 racks of

war never really developed beyond the skirmish phase, but

IBM Power 750 servers. SUSE Linux Enterprise Server is

today that theater is becoming more irrelevant as Linux has

the fastest operating system on IBM POWER7® based on

grown into what Gizmodo calls “the invisible king.” In The

recent SPEC benchmarks. This makes it a natural choice of

Telegraph’s (U.K.) coverage of the Linux birthday, Christo-

operating system for IBM’s DeepQA software that powers

pher Williams points out, “Linus Torvalds’s ‘hobby’ now

Watson.”

runs the majority of the world’s Web servers.” In the contest

As a student, Linus Torvalds wanted a powerful UNIX-

with Microsoft’s Windows, Williams says, “It may have lost

like operating system for his new computer, but he couldn’t

that battle, but it’s won the war. Today, it is Linux quietly

afford it. So he and his friends created something that even-

powering growth in what are arguably the two most impor-

tually became a world-class platform. That platform cur-

tant areas of computing: the Web and mobile.”

rently powers the Web, most new mobile devices, and the

The Android platform (Gingerbread on smartphones and
Honeycomb on tablets) appears in a wide variety of devices
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supercomputers that are looking more human each day.
Belated happy birthday, Tux. SF

