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Jim Gray has been a computing legend since the 1970s. Perhaps
his most visible contribution has been in the field of transaction
processing. Jim’s work in this field is what now powers network
applications from ATMs to Internet shopping to enterprise mission-
critical applications. He was the recipient of the prestigious Turing
Award in 1998 for “seminal contributions to database and
transaction processing research.”

Jim Gray was 63 when he was lost at sea eighteen months ago.
On Sunday, January 28, 2007, he set sail in his forty-foot sailboat,
Tenacious, enroute to the Farallon Islands, a wildlife refuge just 27
miles off the shore of Northern California, to spread the ashes of
his mother. By nightfall, Jim had vanished without a trace. His
disappearance triggered one of the most massive search-and-
rescue efforts in history.

This article is not about the search for his whereabouts, though it
certainly covers that. Rather, it is about Jim Gray, the scientist.

Mentoring was one of Jim’s strengths. He mentored such people
as Werner Vogels, CTO of Amazon, and Sergey Brin, cofounder of Google. And he mentored me.

I first met Jim when he was at Tandem Computers working on fault-tolerant, high-capacity
databases. Though he was a decade my junior, he was more of a father figure to me. I often
shared my work with him. He touted my book on Performance Analysis of Transaction
Processing Systems as one of the most readable books on performance analysis that he had
come across. When he first read Breaking the Availability Barrier, which I coauthored with two
others, he said “Wow! What a great book. Very readable, very direct. I loved the laws,” a
statement that he allowed us to publish.

This support was all the more important because of the stature that Jim had achieved in the
technology world.

Steve Silberman, contributing editor to Wired Magazine, wrote a wonderful story about Jim Gray,
his achievements, and the search for him. Dated July 24, 2007, it was published in Wired
Magazine in its Issue 8, Volume 17.1 Much of the material in this article is taken from Steve’s
work.

1 http://www.wired.com/techbiz/people/magazine/15-08/ff_jimgray?currentPage=all

Jim Gray, from his home page
http://research.microsoft.com/~Gray/





© 2008 Sombers Associates, Inc., and W. H. Highleyman
www.availabilitydigest.com

3

successors are widely used today for comparative measures of performance by database and
computer vendors.

These benchmarks verified the exponential improvement in the power of transaction-processing
systems over the following years. A 1998 $10 million Tandem system had the capacity to process
about 200 transactions per second. This system comprised 34 CPUs and 86 disks. Just seven
years later, a $400 Toshiba desktop computer processed over 8,000 transactions per second!4

Jim left Tandem and joined Digital Equipment Corporation to continue his work in transaction
processing. It was during his Tandem and Digital tenures that he coauthored with Andreas Reuter
his book entitled Transaction Processing: Concepts and Techniques.5 This book is arguably the
authoritative treatise on transaction processing, even today.

Jim joined Microsoft in 1995 as a Technical Fellow. He convinced Microsoft to open a research
center in San Francisco so that he and his wife, Donna Carnes, would not have to move to
Redmond, Washington. The center became Microsoft’s Bay Area Research Center. It was there
that Jim immersed himself in the study of massive databases.

One of Jim’s first projects at Microsoft was the development of a web site that he called
TerraServer. TerraServer used data from the commercial satellite industry to bring high-resolution
imagery of the planet Earth online. Previously available only to intelligence agencies and weather
forecasters, detailed pictures of anywhere on earth became available to the masses seven years
before the introduction of Google Earth. TerraServer became at the time the largest database on
the Internet.

Jim mingled freely with a wide range of scientists and technologists. An avid sailor, he hosted on
his boat many astronomers, oceanographers, geologists, geneticists, and those from many other
disciplines. He had an interest in each of these fields, and he collaborated with these
technologists on a broad array of projects.

For example, he teamed with astronomer Alex Szalay of Johns Hopkins University to port a
massive star-mapping project – the Sloan Digital Sky Survey – to the web. This made
astronomical data available via the Internet to professional astronomers, to backyard stargazers
and to students. Since its debut in 2001, this data has become the most widely used astronomical
resource in the world, supporting many discoveries of dwarf galaxies, dark matter, other planets,
and sonic waves triggered by the Big Bang.

Jim once told me of his problems in sharing large databases that had to be distributed among the
scientific community. It rapidly became clear to him that it was faster to mail a hard disk (three
days) than it was to transmit a terabyte database over even the fastest communication channel
(two weeks). This was a major hurdle to the sharing of very large databases.

In 1998, Jim was the recipient of the prestigious Turing Award for “seminal contributions to
database and transaction processing research and technical leadership in system implementation
from research projects to commercial products.” Awarded by the Association of Computing
Machinery (ACM) and often referred to as the Nobel Prize of computing, the Turing Award is
presented once a year to "an individual selected for contributions of a technical nature made to
the computing community. The contributions should be of lasting and major technical importance
to the computer field.”

4 Jim Gray, Thousands of DebitCredit Transactions-Per-Second: Easy and Inexpensive, Microsoft Research Technical
Report MSR-Tr-2005-39; April 1, 2005.
5 Jim Gray, Andreas Reuter, Transaction Processing: Concepts and Techniques, Morgan Kaufmann Publishers Inc.;
1993.




