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Editor’s Page

How Much Computer Do You
Need?

I wasrecently asked “What com-
puter should I buy?” and of course, my
answer was “What do you want to do
with it?” This lead to a long discussion
and some time spent looking through the
many pages of advertising in Byte and
The Computer Shopper. We ended up
overwhelmed by the number of choices
available in today's market. When 1
bought my first computer the choice
was between Commodore, Radio Shack,
Apple, or CP/M, but today there are so
many products on the market that it is
no longer that simple.

When choosing a computer you
should first select the software you
need, and then get the system which
runs that software. A survey of the
current software showed that there
were more new programs being
released for the IBM-PC and its com-
patibles than for any other system. In
fact, there are probably more releases
for the IBM-PC than for all the other
systems combined! This means that I'l]
have to recommend the PC or one of its
clones for a non-technical user in a nor-
mal business office environment, based
on the large number of available
programs, user’s support, and the
general needs of an unsophisticed user.

Helping someone else select a system
forced me to think about defining what
a computer is, and how much computer
is really needed. The usual reaction is
to attempt to get one system that is
powerful enough to fill all our needs,
but the complexity and awkwardness of
the system increases rapidly with size,
and it can be very dificult to perform
simple functions with a large system.
There will never be the one “perfect
computer” which satisfies all needs for
everyone, because we each have dif-
ferent needs. In fact, I'll never be
satisfied with just one computer
because I have a wide range of ap-
plications. Besides, two smaller

systems enable me to run two entirely
different types of operations at the
same time, and will probably cost less
than one larger multitasking unit.

A better choice is to define the
requirements on as low a level as
possible, and then combine these
requirements into similar groups in or-
der to determine what type of system

“There will never be
the one ‘perfect
computer’ which
satisfies all needs
for everyone...”

or systems are required. Some of us are
computer nuts who would like to have
one of everything to play with, but the
limited funds available for computers
force us to take 8 more realistic view of
our needs.

My uses can be roughly divided into
two areas, which are the business of
running this magazine, and personal
projects, with a lot of overlap since the
magazine is about computers. The
business applications include word-
processing and phototypesetting from
disk to produce the copy, a data base
for maintaining subscription records
and mailing lists, and a spreadsheet for
financial forecasting. These needs can
be served by either the original Apple
I + Istarted with, or the two S-100 2-
80 systems running CP/M. I prefer the
CP/M systems for the business because
of the higher capacity 8" disks, the soft-
ware, and the operating system.

My personal projects involve general
hardware and software hacking, lear-
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ning additional languages and im-
proving my programming skills, and
applying computers for the
measurement and control of real world
devices. Most of my time has been
spent on the magazine, so I haven't
been able to do much with my personal
projects, but I want to automate my
lathe, build a remote weather station,
monitor and control a solar heating
system, and experiment with robotics.
For this I need an open system with
good 1/0 capabilites, an accessible bus,
and a flexible operating system. Both
the Apple and the CP/M systems work
well here, and it is difficult to choose
betwen them. The Apple has the ad-
vantage of having BASIC and a
reasonably decent monitor in ROM,
high resolution graphics, good low-cost
assemblers, and reasonably priced car-
ds for A/D and interfacing. The S-100
CP/M system has a better selection of
languages, high capacity disks, a more
powerful and flexible operating system,
and better I/O capabilities, but inter-
facing cards are more expensive. I in-
tend to continue working with both
systems for program development, and
then will use SBC’s (such as Davidge)
and microcontrollers (such as Basicon)
for dedicated controllers.

What Can You Do With An Old
Computer?

When you finally decide to get a
newer, more powerful computer you
are faced with the problem of deciding
what to do with the old one. Because of
the rapid advances, it isn’t worth much
on the used computer market if it is
more than two or three years old, and
yet it is still working and too good to
throw away. One answer is to use it to
relieve your main system from some
low-level, time consuming operations,
such as the print spooler described in
Piotrowski's article on “Poor Man's
Distributed Processing” in this issue.

I'm satisfied with my two eight bit
systems for now because I still have a
lot to learn, but I would like to upgrade
to a 68000 16 bit system in the
future —not because I need it, but just
for the challenge of new things. One of
the things that I really like about the S-
100 system is that I can experiment
with the 68000 by building the 68008
board described in Kohler's article in
the last issue without replacing the

whole system.

Right now I have absolutely no
desire for an IBM-PC or one of its
clones, but I think that their bringing
out the PC was of great benefit to har-
dware hackers. Not that we'll buy their
computers, but rather that all the non-
technical users are flocking to the IBM-
PC standard and dumping non-
conforming equipment on the market at
fire sale prices! It enables us to pick up
great used equipment for very little
cost (watch for Kibler's article on his
$500 Superbrain in the next issue).
You'll have to be able to help yourself
when working with this older equip-
ment because the manufacturer will
either be out of business or will refuse
to support the obsolete equipment.
That’s one of the purposes of this
magazine — to help you learn to use an
assembler and a debugger to patch the
operating system, and to provide the
means for you to contact others who
have experience or documentation for
the older systems. This is your
magazine. . . use it!

A New Look For The Journal

This is our second issue with our new
three column format. We made this
change for easier readability, to im-
prove the layout with larger
illustrations and program listings, and
to provide for 1/9th page ads. In ad-
dition to the smaller ads, we are also
adding classified ads in order to help
individuals and smaller companies
reach their markets and to make new
developments in specialized fields
available to our readers. The classified
ads are 25 cents per word, paid in ad-
vance, and can be charged to your Visa
or Master Charge, but we prefer not to
take these ads over the phone because
of the chance for errors.

Information Is For Sharing

The most important function of a
journal is to provide a place for you to
share your thoughts, ideas, problems,
and solutions. We need your articles,
letters, and comments. If you disagree
with one of our authors, tell us. If you
can expand on something we publish,
tell us. If you need the answer to a
problem, tell us. What you send doesn't
have to be formal or fancy, just get us
the information so that we can share it
with others. I







