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Editor’s Page

We are often asked, “Why do you want to
publish a computer magazine when there are already
too many on the market?” Other frequent questions
are “Why can't I find your magazine on the
newsstand?” and “Why don't you run full color ads
like the other magazines?”

The answers to these questions are not simple, but
I'll attempt to explain our reasons for publishing The
Computer Journal and answer these questions.

Most of the established magazines are now being
run by large corporations who are primarily
interested in the annual profit, and they are engaged
in a battle for the almighty advertising dollar. In
order to attract advertising they must have a huge
circulation base (many are running 400,000 to 700,000)
which requires that they publish general interest
articles that will appeal to the largest possible
audience. Right now, the largest audience is the
people just getting started in using micros for
business aplications.

These large magazines have the advertising
income to use full color, and the wide appeal needed
to appear on the newsstands, but they can’t use much
editorial space for the nuts-and-bolts technical
information we need. Instead, they publish mostly
reviews on their advertisers’ products and
introductory articles for those who will buy their
advertisers’ products.

The purpose of The Computer Journal is to
provide information for people who want to write the
programs and build the hardware needed to interface
their computer to the real world. We are adding some
advertisers with products of specific interest to our
readers, but our primary purpose is service the
reader and not the advertiser. This means that our
reviews will be limited to items which we feel are of
interest to our readers, and not just those which will
bring in advertising dollars. It also means that we
can't afford full color printing at this time because we
don’t have much advertising income.

Our readers are a special kind of people —they're
not the general newsstand audience. For that reason,
you won't find The Computer Journal on the rack in
your local drugstore, but we are interested in
appearing on specialized, technical book and magazine
racks. We'd appreciate your suggestions on people we

should contact.
In order to provide a place where you can trade

- ideas and work with others on common problems, we

are starting a series of reader design projects where
we will present projects for our readers. This will be
a forum where many people can contribute their
knowledge so that everyone doesn't have to try to
reinvent the wheel. We encourage you to suggest
projects for this series, and we hope that you will
take the time to send your ideas in response to
others’ projects.

We would also like to start a discussion on
establishing a technical and scientific program
exchange. These might be in the form of listings,
disks, or possibly a special bulletin board. The
purpose of this exchange would be to provide a base
of public domain specialized programs and sub-
routines developed by our readers. If we establish a
bulletin board, we could also provide some of the
programs from our articles so that you don't have to
key them in. The programs on a bulletin board would
have to be limited to those of special interest to our
readers which are not available on most of the other
bulletin boards. We would appreciate feedback from
you rega'rding the programs you feel we should have,
and what programs you could contribute —no pirated
copies of commercial programs please!

The Computer Journal is published for YOU, and
it will only be as good as YOU make it. Your input in
the form of ideas, suggestions, and articles will be

greatly appreciated a
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THE FORTH LANGUAGE:

A LEARNER’S PERSPECTIVE
by Mahlon G. Kelly

FORTH is a strange programming language.
Many who have learned conventional languages such as
Pascal, BASIC, Fortran or Cobol find Forth hard to learn.
Yet Forth has ardent, fanatic admirers. Some Forth
programmers almost seem to be members of a cult, arguing
that Forth is the ultimate language, the only one that should
be used, or the first that should be taught to students. Early
versions of Forth were given away, just to encourage use of
the language.

If its admirers are so ardent why hasn't Forth achieved
the popularity of BASIC and Pascal? And why do some find
it so hard to learn? I found it fairly easy to learn but I had
to ignore all of my preconceptions about how a program is
written. I had to forget about subroutines, GOTO
statements, variables as I had known them, and algebraic
notation embedded in program lines. And I had to learn
about such things as stacks, Reverse Polish Notation,
dictionaries and word definitions. Nevertheless, Forth is
logical and simple; the re-learning process was not difficult.

A good Forth program is an elegant and beautiful creation
like a profound mathematical proof. It may even be worth
learning Forth simply for the aesthetic satisfaction. I have
known Forth programmers for several years, but their
missionary zeal was such that I ignored their proselytizing.
A few weeks ago I was waiting in a friend's home and
playing with his TRS-80 Model 1. He had loaded Forth and
left the manual open to the glossary and a program on the
screen. ] started looking at the listing and the manual, and 1
had a wonderful “Ahall experience.” I suddenly saw how the
program worked — not the details, but the general idea. And
it was beautiful. I don't know why it was beautiful, but then,
I don't know why an elegant proof of the Pythagorean
theorum is beautiful.

And Forth is efficient. The source code for a Forth
program normally resides on disk, taking virtually no
memory, and is normally very compact in a listing. The
compiled code typically takes a small fraction of the memory
used by a compiled BASIC, Fortran or Pascal program. And
a Forth program will run 20 or more times faster than an
interpreted BASIC program and several times faster than a
compiled one. Using Forth with an 8087 coprocessor in an
IBM can produce more than a hundred-fold speed
improvement. Usually the only way to beat the speed of a
Forth program is to use assembly or machine language (and
assembly language can be easily embedded into most Forth
programs).

I had to learn Forth. I didn’t know if I would use it much
for my application programs (I now use only Forth) but I had
to learn it. I had to find out more about the language that

could be so conceptually simple and yet do so-much with
such elegance. I ordered MMSFORTH (one of the most
powerful and fastest Forths) for my LNW-80, along with the
book Starting Forth by Leo Brodie. But I started with
trepidation —there were so many stories about how hard it
is to learn Forth.

Much to my surprise 1 was comfortable with Forth and
writing meaningful programs within four days. Forth is not
a hard language to learn—you just have to think of
programming in a completely different way. You have to
completely re-learn how to interact with your computer. I
find that it's more of a shock to put the Forth disk into my
computer than it is to move from my LNW or Columbia
with BASIC to our University's CDC with Fortran. But I
found learning to use Forth to be a lot of fun, probably
because I started with an open mind.

A Forth Program

Forth is different in many ways, but probably most
confusing to a neophyte is reading a program. Conventional
programs proceed from top to bottom. Instructions at the
beginning are executed first and execution continues to the
end, perhaps looping and perhaps branching to subroutines.
But unless a conventional program is haphazardly written,
with too many GOTOs and so on, it's read by the computer
in the way that we read a page of text. Forth programs
don’t work that way. Lines in Forth programs define words
that do various things. The words are put together in
phrases to form new words, and at the end there will be a
“punch line” that puts everything together into a single
word that defines the program.

Let's look at an example. (Modified and extended from an
example in the book Starting Forth by Leo Brodie.)

(Things within parentheses are comments.)

(This program will wash a load of clothes.)

(A phrase started by : and ended by ; defines a word.

The first word in the phrase names the word. The

phrase may span several lines.)

(We must assume that some words have been
previously defined in terms that the computer can
understand — those are the words that I've defined in
lower case. You wouldn't do it that way in a real
program.)

: START turns on the power to the washer ;

: LOAD sounds a bell to tell the operator to put in the
ciothes ;

: WATER fills it with water to a high-level switch ;

: SOAP dispenses a slug of soap ;

: AGITATE does what it says for n minutes ;






