
1 

Click here for Windows Messaging background in Wikipedia 

Windows Messaging i.e. MS Exchange in Windows 95 and .ost and .pst 

files 

The Windows Messaging client (originally included in the launch version of Windows 95 as 

"Microsoft Exchange" or the MS Exchange Client) actually originated and fully supported both 

.pst (Personal Storage Table) and .ost (Offline Storage Table) files. 

While most people strongly associate .pst and .ost files exclusively with Microsoft Outlook, 

these formats were actually engineered before Outlook existed. They were introduced specifically for 

the Microsoft Exchange Client shipped with Windows 95 and Exchange Server 4.0. 

● .pst (Personal Folders): Used by Windows Messaging to allow users to store emails locally 

on their hard drives rather than taking up precious mailbox quota on an Exchange server, or 

for standalone POP3/Internet mail setups. 

● .ost (Offline Folders): Used to cache a replica of an Exchange Server mailbox locally so 

users could read and draft emails while disconnected from the network. 

● .pab (Personal Address Book): Windows Messaging also used this third file type to locally 

store contacts. 

It is very easy to confuse the Windows 95 Windows Messaging / Exchange Client with its 

immediate home-user successors: 

● Internet Mail and News (bundled with Internet Explorer 3) 

● Outlook Express (bundled with Windows 98 / Internet Explorer 4) 

Those lightweight consumer clients did not support .pst or .ost files. Instead, they utilized entirely 

different, simpler database extensions like .idx and .mbx (and later .dbx in Outlook Express). 

Meanwhile, the corporate evolutionary path went from the Windows 95 Exchange Client straight 

into Microsoft Outlook 97, which carried forward the native .pst and .ost infrastructure. 

Are you trying to recover or convert an ancient data file from that era (often referred to as an 

ANSI-formatted PST), or are you looking into the technical architecture of early MAPI clients? Let 

me know so I can give you the right technical guidance. 

No, just documenting the timeline. Windows Messaging when it was 

released apparently had zero support for Exchange Server. 

That is entirely accurate for the timeline. You hit on a very specific, fascinating historical 

distinction regarding Microsoft's branding and release order. 

When mapping out this timeline, the distinction comes down to the exact year and the exact version 

of Windows 95: 

1. August 1995: The "Microsoft Exchange" Client (with Exchange Server support) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Windows_Messaging
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When Windows 95 originally launched in August 1995, the bundled email client was called 

"Microsoft Exchange" (the application icon was just labelled "Inbox"). 

● This original bundled client did have the underlying code and MAPI architecture built to 

support the upcoming Microsoft Exchange Server. 

● However, Exchange Server 4.0 wasn't actually released until April 1996. For those first 8 

months, the bundled client was essentially waiting for a server that didn't exist yet, operating 

instead via local .pst files, Microsoft Mail, or faxing. 

2. Late 1996: The Rename to "Windows Messaging" (No Exchange Server support) 

To clear up the immense confusion of having an operating system client and an upcoming enterprise 

server share the exact same name, Microsoft made a strategic change: 

● They stripped the enterprise Exchange Server connection components out of the operating 

system's bundled client. 

● They renamed this stripped-down, lightweight version Windows Messaging. 

● This version was released in Windows 95 OSR2 (OEM Service Release 2) in late 1996 and 

later included in Windows NT 4.0 and Windows 98. 

As you noted, Windows Messaging could not natively connect to an Exchange Server. If a 

corporate user wanted to connect to the new Exchange Server 4.0, they had to stop using the built-in 

Windows Messaging client and install the full, separate Microsoft Exchange Client that was 

packaged directly on the Exchange Server setup CD. 

The Final Timeline Flow 

Your historical timeline for this era essentially flows like this: 

1. August 1995 (Windows 95 Launch): Built-in client is named "Microsoft Exchange" 

(supports local PSTs/MS Mail, ready for Exchange Server). 

2. April 1996: Exchange Server 4.0 launches. 

3. Late 1996 (Windows 95 OSR2): The built-in client is stripped of Exchange Server 

capabilities and renamed "Windows Messaging". Enterprise users must now install a 

dedicated client from the Exchange Server CD. 

4. 1997: Outlook 97 launches and ultimately replaces both streams as the unified corporate 

email client. 

Now, while the client used .pst files for its own local storage, it did not use .pst or .ost files to 

actually communicate with Microsoft Mail or Internet mail servers (such as POP3/SMTP). 

The technical breakdown of how this functioned reveals a multi-layered process: 

1. How Communication Worked: The MAPI Architecture 

The original Windows 95 client was built entirely on MAPI (Messaging Application 

Programming Interface). Instead of using storage files to communicate, it relied on modular 

software plug-ins called MAPI Service Providers. 



3 

To connect to different systems, you added specific providers to your "Mail Profile": 

● For Microsoft Mail (PC Networks): It used a legacy MAPI driver that looked at a shared 

file path on a network drive (the \MAILDATA directory or "Postoffice"). It read and wrote 

directly to the server's native, legacy database files (which used extensions like .mmf, .idx, 

and .mbx), not a PST. 

● For Internet Mail: It used an early TCP/IP MAPI driver to talk via POP3 and SMTP 

protocols directly to ISP mail servers. 

● For Other Services: It used dedicated drivers for systems like CompuServe or Microsoft 

Fax. 

2. The Actual Role of the .pst File 

Between August 1995 and late 1996, the .pst file acted strictly as the Personal Information Store 

on your local hard drive. 

When you opened the client, the MAPI drivers would fetch messages from the Internet or a 

Microsoft Mail Postoffice and immediately dump them into your local .pst file. If you sent an 

email, the client dropped it into the Outbox inside your .pst file, and the respective MAPI driver 

would then extract it and broadcast it across the network using SMTP or MS Mail protocols. 

3. The Absence of the .ost File 

During this specific 1995–1996 window, ordinary users weren't using .ost files at all. 

An .ost file is strictly a mirror/cache of an Exchange Server mailbox. Because Exchange Server 

4.0 hadn't launched yet (and corporate environments were still running Microsoft Mail 3.x), the 

client had no server mailbox to replicate. Consequently, there was no technical mechanism to 

generate an .ost file. Offline functionality for remote workers back then relied on a highly manual 

feature called "Microsoft Mail Remote," which downloaded headers directly into the local .pst. 

Summary of Data Flow 

● The Server Connection: Client → MAPI Driver → Network Protocol (POP3/SMTP/MS 

Mail Shared Files) → Server. 

● The Local Storage: Client → Local .pst File (where your inbox, sent items, and deleted 

items physically lived on your hard drive). 

Are you currently mapping out the client-side architecture (MAPI drivers and profiles), or are you 

documenting the network-level file sharing protocols used by the old Microsoft Mail Postoffices? 

Let me know how you'd like to break down the next part of your timeline. 

Just documenting the workflow as it was in 1995. Microsoft Exchange was 

at the time a big thing for perhaps millions of users. Now fully mouse 

driven. 

It was an absolute milestone moment for personal computing. For millions of office workers 

transitioning from text-heavy MS-DOS environments into Windows 95, waking up to find a 
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dedicated, mouse-driven "Inbox" icon natively resting right on their shiny new desktop was a 

massive shift in how day-to-day work felt. 

To capture the exact user experience and technical workflow of an office worker using the Microsoft 

Exchange Client in late 1995, your documentation should map out this specific daily routine: 

1. Booting Up and Logging On 

Unlike modern clients that sit quietly in the background, launching email in 1995 was an intentional, 

multi-step event: 

● The Desktop Shortcut: The user double-clicked the Inbox icon on the Windows 95 desktop. 

● The Profile Prompt: Because Windows 95 introduced multi-user profiles, a MAPI dialog 

box would frequently pop up asking the user to select their specific Mail Profile (usually 

named MS Exchange Settings). 

● The Password: The user entered a password to unlock their local Personal Folders (.pst) 

file, especially if they shared a physical computer with coworkers. 

2. The Graphical Interface (UI) Experience 

Once open, the visual workflow was designed to feel entirely seamless with the new Windows 95 

design language: 

● Fully Mouse-Driven Navigation: Instead of typing keyboard commands (like the old DOS-

based Microsoft Mail 3.x or Lotus cc:Mail require), users heavily utilized the mouse. They 

could right-click messages to delete them, drag-and-drop emails directly into nested graphical 

folders, and customize their viewing columns. 

● The Two-Pane Layout: The window adopted the exact same look as Windows Explorer. 

The left pane showed a hierarchical tree view of folders (Inbox, Outbox, Sent Items, Deleted 

Items), while the right pane displayed the message list. 

● The "Word-Like" Editor: Double-clicking an email opened a rich-text text editor window 

where users could highlight text using the mouse to change fonts, bold text, or alter colours—

a luxury that felt incredibly advanced compared to terminal-style text editors. 

3. The Behind-the-Scenes Mail Delivery Workflow 

Because most businesses in late 1995 were still running a Microsoft Mail 3.x Postoffice hosted on a 

shared network drive (like a Windows NT or Novell NetWare server), the background workflow 

functioned like a digital game of "fetch": 

● Sending a Message: 

The user clicked the New Message button on the toolbar, filled out the form, and clicked a stamp-

shaped Send icon. 

The client immediately dropped the message into the Outbox folder inside the user's local .pst file. 

The client's background Microsoft Mail MAPI driver woke up, extracted the message from the 

PST, converted it to the network postoffice format, and wrote it as a temporary file directly into the 

shared network \MAILDATA directory. 

● Receiving a Message: 
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The client regularly "polled" (checked) the network directory for any new files addressed to that 

user. 

When a new message arrived, the MAPI driver downloaded it from the server share. 

It injected the message directly into the Inbox folder stored inside the user's local .pst file on their 

local hard drive, accompanied by the iconic Windows 95 notification sound. 

4. Rich Attachments (OLE 2.0) 

Another massive selling point for the 1995 workflow was Object Linking and Embedding (OLE). 

Instead of attachments being separate files tacked onto the end of a message, a user could drag a 

Microsoft Word 95 or Excel 95 file with their mouse and drop it directly into the body of the email 

text. It appeared as an interactive icon right alongside the prose, turning the email client into an 

extension of the office productivity suite. 

Good. Then after late 1996 for a few years, it continued as Windows 

Messaging. What date did support stop? 

Microsoft did not kill off Windows Messaging on a single, specific calendar date via an end-of-life 

announcement. Instead, it was officially discontinued by being phased out of active Windows 

operating system installations on June 25, 1998*. 

The technical death of Windows Messaging followed a gradual "soft retirement": 

1. June 1998: The Initial Release of Windows 98 

When Windows 98 launched on June 25, 1998, Microsoft officially demoted Windows Messaging. 

● It was no longer installed by default. 

● Its active development had stopped, and its spot as the operating system's default inbox was 

completely taken over by Outlook Express 4.0 (which focused natively on standard Internet 

protocols like POP3 and SMTP rather than MAPI). 

● For backward compatibility, Microsoft hid the Windows Messaging installation files inside a 

directory on the physical Windows 98 retail setup CD-ROM 

(\tools\oldwin95\message\us). 

2. February 2000: Windows 2000 Lifecycle 

The final complete break happened with the release of Windows 2000 on February 17, 2000. 

Microsoft entirely stripped the Windows Messaging client and its basic MAPI infrastructure from the 

operating system code. If an enterprise user upgraded a machine from Windows 95/98 to Windows 

2000, the upgrade wizard would completely uninstall Windows Messaging. 

3. Extended Security Support Ends: July 2006 

Because Windows Messaging was bundled as an optional component of Windows NT 4.0 and 

Windows 98 OSR2, its security patches were directly tied to those operating systems' lifecycles. 

Microsoft finally stopped issuing all extended security updates for the Windows 98/NT 4.0 family on 

July 11, 2006. 
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Are you covering the transition period where users migrated from Windows Messaging to Outlook 

Express, or do you need the specific details on how Outlook 97 handled importing those old .pst 

and .pab files? Let me know which direction your documentation is going next! 

No, just a timeline, woh to go. :-) 

Here is the complete, chronologically organized timeline for Microsoft Exchange Client / 

Windows Messaging from inception to its eventual retirement. 

1993 – 1994: The Architectural Genesis 

● Mid-1993: Microsoft begins developing "Capone", the internal codename for a unified 

graphical email client designed to replace the text-heavy MS-DOS and Windows 3.1 

Microsoft Mail 3.x clients. 

● Early 1994: Engineers design the MAPI (Messaging Application Programming Interface) 

architecture, inventing the .pst (Personal Storage Table), .ost (Offline Storage Table), and 

.pab (Personal Address Book) file formats specifically to handle local and offline caching for 

this upcoming client. 

1995: The Landmark Desktop Launch 

● August 24, 1995: Windows 95 launches. Resting natively on the desktop is a mouse-driven 

icon simply labeled "Inbox". Double-clicking it opens the Microsoft Exchange Client. 

● Late 1995: Millions of users transition to this fully graphical, mouse-driven workflow. 

Because the actual Exchange Server software is delayed, users rely on MAPI drivers to 

connect to legacy Microsoft Mail 3.x network postoffices or early dial-up Internet providers, 

routing all mail through local .pst files. 

1996: The Identity Crisis & The Split 

● April 1996: Microsoft Exchange Server 4.0 is finally released. The client can now generate 

.ost files to sync natively with a corporate mail server. 

● August 1996: Microsoft releases Windows 95 OSR2 (OEM Service Release 2) and 

Windows NT 4.0. To eliminate branding confusion between the operating system client and 

the enterprise server software, Microsoft splits the software path: 

The built-in OS client is stripped of native Exchange Server connectivity and renamed Windows 

Messaging. It serves as a basic client for internet mail, faxes, and legacy MS Mail. 

Enterprise users wanting to connect to Exchange Server must now install the standalone, heavy-duty 

Microsoft Exchange Client distributed on the Exchange Server installation CD. 

1997: The Rise of Outlook 

● January 1997: Microsoft launches Microsoft Office 97, which introduces Microsoft 

Outlook 97. Outlook inherits the .pst and .ost architecture, immediately establishing itself 

as the premier corporate email client. Development on the standalone Exchange Client 

effectively stops as users begin migrating to Outlook. 



7 

● Late 1997: Microsoft introduces Internet Mail and News (later renamed Outlook Express). 

This lightweight consumer client bypasses MAPI completely, targeting standard internet 

protocols (POP3/SMTP) and leaving Windows Messaging largely redundant for home users. 

1998 – 2006: Phase-Out and Retirement 

● June 25, 1998: Windows 98 is released, marking the official removal of Windows 

Messaging from the default installation. It is replaced entirely by Outlook Express 4.0. For 

backward compatibility, the Windows Messaging setup files are hidden away in an "old 

tools" directory on the physical Windows 98 installation CD. 

● February 17, 2000: Windows 2000 launches. The underlying code for Windows Messaging 

is completely expunged from the operating system. Upgrading older machines to Windows 

2000 automatically deletes any remaining trace of the software. 

● July 11, 2006: Microsoft officially ends all extended lifecycle support for the Windows 98 

and Windows NT 4.0 operating system families, permanently ending any remaining security 

patches or documentation updates tied to Windows Messaging. 

Is there a specific milestone year in this timeline you want to expand upon, or would you like to 

review how the competitor clients of 1995 (like Eudora or Lotus cc:Mail) compared to Microsoft's 

layout? Let me know where to head next! 

There may have been still millions in 1999-2000 very comfortable with old 

drivers, much historic data in megabytes. Not ready, at the time, to switch 

when companies were “crashing” everywhere. 

You have highlighted a critical, often-overlooked reality of enterprise IT history. The turn of the 

millennium (1999–2000) was an incredibly high-stress, conservative period for businesses, driven by 

the looming panic of the Y2K Bug and the volatile peak and eventual burst of the Dot-com bubble. 

For millions of corporate users and IT administrators at that exact moment, the mantra was simple: 

"If it isn't broken, do not touch it." 

Remaining stuck in their ways with Windows Messaging and legacy MAPI setups during this era 

made complete sense for several practical reasons: 

1. The Fear of "Y2K Upgrades" Causing Crashes 

As 1999 progressed, companies froze their IT budgets and infrastructure. Upgrading an entire 

corporation from Windows 95/Windows Messaging to Windows 2000 and Outlook was seen as an 

unacceptable risk. 

● There was a widespread fear that installing massive new software suites would break delicate, 

custom-built databases or legacy network drivers. 

● Keeping the stable, predictable Windows Messaging client—which had already been patched 

for Y2K compatibility via minor Microsoft updates—ensured that communication lines 

stayed open while the rest of the tech world braced for potential system failures. 

2. Millions of Messages (The "Megabyte" Problem) 
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In 1999, data storage was expensive, and a corporate email archive measured in hundreds of 

megabytes (which sounds tiny today) was considered a massive data footprint. 

● Users had years of historical data meticulously organized inside their local .pst and .pab 

files. 

● Early migration tools from Windows Messaging to Outlook 97 or 98 were notorious for 

choking on large files, corrupting email folders, or breaking the links to rich text and 

embedded OLE objects. 

● For a busy professional, the risk of losing their entire historical paper trail just to get a shinier 

interface wasn't worth the gamble. They were incredibly comfortable with their existing 

layout. 

3. "Old Reliable" Drivers and Hardened Workflows 

Many companies were still running highly customized workflows built around the specific MAPI 

drivers of Windows Messaging: 

● Proprietary Fax Servers: Many businesses relied on local Microsoft Fax setups integrated 

directly into Windows Messaging to send invoices and purchase orders. Upgrading to newer 

clients often broke these custom fax pipelines. 

● Dial-up Remote Workers: Sales teams on the road were comfortable using the manual 

"Microsoft Mail Remote" workflow over slow, unstable dial-up modems. Forcing them onto 

early web-based email or heavy Outlook replication over a 28.8k or 56k modem was a recipe 

for lost productivity. 

4. A Refuge from the Tech Storm 

When the Dot-com crash hit in early 2000 and companies were collapsing, survival meant stability. 

IT departments were downsized, and there was no time, budget, or staff to retrain workers on entirely 

new software. The familiar two-pane layout of Windows Messaging, which users could operate 

almost entirely by muscle memory and a mouse, remained a quiet, reliable workhorse. 

Are you looking to add some of this historical and cultural context (like the Y2K freeze or the Dot-

com crash) into your timeline notes? If you'd like, I can help you draft a specific "Context & 

Retrospective" section that captures why this software persisted so long in the real world. Let me 

know how you'd like to frame it! 

No, just old memories, RAM was coming down in price, but Novell was 

everywhere at a corporate level. 

Ah, those are incredible memories. That completely reframes the era. You’ve just hit on the exact 

corporate landscape that defined the late ’90s tech experience. 

When you look back at 1995 to 1999, that specific combination—falling RAM prices colliding with 

absolute Novell NetWare dominance—explains exactly why so many companies dug their heels in 

and refused to abandon their older workflows. 

1. The Red Box Empire (Novell Everywhere) 
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During those years, people forget that Microsoft did not own the corporate data centre yet. 

Novell NetWare was the undisputed king of networking. 

● If you walked into any major enterprise, bank, or government office, the servers weren't 

running Windows NT; they were running a bare-metal installation of NetWare 3.x or 4.x. 

● Email wasn't Microsoft Exchange Server—it was Novell GroupWise (or WordPerfect Office 

before Novell bought it). 

● GroupWise was a tank. It ran flawlessly over Novell's lightning-fast IPX/SPX network 

protocols. Because the underlying Novell infrastructure was rock-solid and already paid for, 

IT directors saw absolutely zero reason to migrate to Microsoft’s unproven, crash-prone early 

NT architecture. 

2. The RAM Paradox 

You are spot-on about RAM. In 1995, a single 16MB stick of RAM could cost you hundreds of 

dollars. By 1998 and 1999, prices were dropping fast, and PCs were finally shipping with 32MB or 

64MB standard. 

● But even as hardware got cheaper, Microsoft's new software bloated just as fast. 

● To run Windows 95 with the basic Windows Messaging client and a legacy MS Mail driver, 

a 16MB machine was perfectly happy. 

● However, trying to run the full Microsoft Office 97 / Outlook 97 suite would completely 

bring a standard corporate workstation to its knees, thrashing the hard drive constantly. The 

cheaper RAM was immediately swallowed up by newer software bloat, making the "old 

reliable" lightweight drivers a much safer bet for smooth daily operations. 

3. The CNE vs. MCSE Battle 

Every office had that one legendary network administrator who held a CNE (Certified Novell 

Engineer) patch on their shoulder. They knew how to navigate those blue text-based NetWare 

screens with blindfolded speed. 

When Microsoft started aggressively pushing Windows NT and the early "MCSE" certifications, it 

created an immense cultural rift in IT departments. A lot of old-school sysadmins viewed Microsoft's 

graphical server tools as "toys" compared to the bulletproof command-line stability of a Novell 

server that hadn't been rebooted in three years. 

Those old .pst files and Windows Messaging setups were the perfect bridge—they let users have a 

nice, mouse-driven Windows 95 UI on the desktop while leaving the heavy lifting to the bulletproof 

Novell network backbone in the server closet. 

It really was a fascinating, gritty era of transition where stability mattered way more than the hype. 

Thanks for sharing those memories—it puts the entire timeline into its true, real-world context. 

** End of Page 


