{ inclair’s nowe migro, the awch
hypest, much criticsed undd much
| deloyed QL. becama o legond

long befors anyona had owned ane
Way back in Jangiary. Sir Chve's outfit
announced @ 32:4ut ‘plugn-and-go’
busmess maceo lor £40D It hod 128K
Ram, two microdrives, lout prolessicng!
busisess programs, & propet hoyborrd
and a3 bultsin operating systemt thal
allowed |1 1o do mare than one fask at
anee. Inshort, it sounded iiko a machine
that was more advenced thas machines
Iy the £2000 prica bracket from manu:
{acturers such as IBM andt Apple

11 took 3 lot 1858 than the promised 28
day dativery for the truth 10 emerge The
QL was fet lrom ready and ove: since
Sinclair Sesearch has boen siruggling 10
aqueta prosantable version of {he vompn
1ot 10 market, The company still placed
acs and 1ok money rom eager custom-
nm and 0 & ong, 10nurous saga qra-
duully Telessed bellés varsiaons ol the
makhing

As nustomers received theit OLs,
olton with incomplete manuals and un-
largivatie soffweare bugs, U aso be-

T

~ Hereatla

cama obvious thit the machine had 2
fair share of cunous limitatioss and
pmissions. The finai verstons of the
built-in softwere needed more Memory
than the 32K ongnaily sllowed in the
gesgn and many customers received
Ols with an extra circu bosrd, affec-
ponately known as ‘thekludge’, stuckin
this cartridge port

10 short, tather than make its vaunted
‘Quantum  Leap’ into  the  businéss
wond, Sinclar Research ended up with
wgg On 115 face and many of s trusting
customets felt jel down. And it had
totally destroyed thu cradibility af the
0L At What Migro?, apart from kesping
you up to date with the saga, we'yea
avoided tnaking in detad at the OL wself
Thae's no point in raportisg on an
unfinished product

Sinclair QL: £399

The sstuabion has changed now The
0L wt lcok at here i tho fatest verson of
the machine and s likely to be 30 Jor o
while and Sinclair has announced e i
will be available af sgiactad shops falrly
soon The built-in soitwar s version AH
{some customers ldve the fishncly
tass reliabia version FB). The infamous
Kudge has disappeared The oxtis
Eprom lerssable programmable Rom) it
comaingd s pow within the cass, sol
derod with typical Sinclair dextesity
onto the top of ons of tha othar iwo
Eprom chip4

So. how does the machune stand-up?
Considaring |is paniul lsunch and he
ridiculous rash to-gat it out, tha OL1s gt
@ very Imoressive procs of work, Ths
maghine seems 10 ba wimed al 8 mMarke
thist rscros have yet 1o take reol agvan
tage of. e a compiate dask-1op tool
pimed 3t ihose who ve naver uded any-
thing mora than calouintor and IUs
sald at g prce whate an affice con buay
one ingtead of 4 new typewnter. Sul
Sinclair has net (uted out the usuol
games hobbyist uses anad his provioed
coplous sound and graphics 88 woll nii i
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Hawe programming language

The OL is a-datightlul shape - v's
basicalty jusl & kayboard with a hittle bit
terhrd on the end that bouses the two
butit-in microdrives. Three push-in plas-
fic fedt 1ip the umit ta a sensible lyping
angle aiiough they do have a hasty
nabit of falling off! OL expansions plug
it at the left eng of the machine. On a
mactine with the promised hard disk
e UL will probably be just like a
fetached keyboard allached 10 o Jarger
DOx = i ice enough system (G uso

The package 5 spolt however by a
separale power supply and the lack of
ar onoff switch. Incdentally, iv's the
fimt Sinclavr mpchine to be graced with
s Haset button but since thes destroys
the contants of memory and towslly
festarty th compuler, it 8 about as
uselul os pulhing the plug. Sinctain might
o witl have feft it off

The OL connects to an ordinary TV of
an BGB colour monitor a black and
whle  composite momtor  cen be
pttachod il you wire up a special cablel
T display quelity seems (o ba very
vahiabie epending graatly on particular
s and TV combinations, However,
Smcaie seems 10 have pushed the $po-
wihication beyond sensibye Himits

Tha OL & capsble of an aghty five
charactar hne {512 by 266 pixelst and 50
oftpn both the sight and left hand edges
of the peetire aren’t visible. This hap-
ping on TVs and monitors. You'll also
find that of the 268 ‘stipple” colours,
many simply don’y work on-a TV. To
avoedd Ihie prablem, the first thing the
maghine doss when it 15 swilched on i
pk you whether you are using a moni
or 0 TV. I you press F2 for a TV, the GL
selocts 8 fess demanding display mode
Even- 56, Sinclair really neads o do
mare work to ensure thal the display fits
anto both TVs and monitors.

Window system

The diaplay itsolf |5 extramely varsa
Hie 11 can be set o & Jow resolution (40
or 64 colymn} or high resolution mode
In low res, there ase oight colours ayails
abla on & gnd of 256 by 256 dots: The
g colours can  be  automatically
mued using 266 ‘stipples” producing &
vast range of pattarms, some of which
ghow up as different colours, such &s
orensge and light blue. 1 high res mode,
thire ate only four colowrs (red, gresn,
white and black! but the resolution
doubles to 512 by 266,

Thescreen is mostly controlled by the
puitt-in softweare. This makes L rather
sow But it does allow some beautiful
faatures, Characters can be written in
signt diffozont sizes, biocks of tho screen
can be smoothly scrolled in-all fout
dirgctions, colours can  be netantly
swapped atound and so on

Sinclaw has even &6t up a very crude
windowing system; You can divide the
scroon Into separate areas, egohy show-
ng pertaps a different part ol an ap-
phcation — a data entry window, o heip

———h

You also get four professionat carindge software packnges writien by Psion

COMPARABLE MICROS

i ~ Model Price Memory
Agvance 868 1506 126
gEC : £a00 12K
Etnstoin | esan ROK
oL £400 Y 28K
Spectrum 46K (1 ABK.
Wren ‘Fr180 6K

S InciuOus 1 mons 1nnton

window and so an. These aren't proper
windows like those praduced by Apple,
Microsoft and Digital Rusearch on ex-
pensive business machines because
they aro just réserved argas of the
goreen. Open a window on top of
another and you dastroy what is under-
peEth, You can't close a window and
open it sgain with its contents intact S
I's oniy a crude screen handing facility

Fras Memory Dnve Price with
for Basic Capacity Two Drives
62K, 25320 L1600
328K 200K L8560
4K 2XIH0N iBh0
02K Za 5008 r400
K 2e 1K (200
45K 252008 (Rl

sttt does atiow some really mige eflects
to ba producea easily

The display. despite s technicst
shortcomings, is one of tha OL's best
features. No doubt we shail see lots and
lots of fancy scréen handling Soltwam
for the machine in months to come

Keyboards have never been a Sinclair
strapg polnt but the OL's s 8 defipite
improvemant It's got sixiy-four harg

———
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' full-travel moving keys in a reascnably
narmal layout. However, the mechan-
(sm is, like the Spectrum and Advance, a
single shaped rubber mat underneath
the keytops. All the key rows are aiso
level and many have claimed that the
keyboard is unworkable. Certainly, you
do have to hit the keys more accurately
than with most keyboards, But the end
result is lar from unpleasant and fairly
fast typing spoeds can be achieved.

However, the keyboard doesn’t cepe
well with more than one key depressed
1t onee (something fast typists do all the
time} and quite often the keys ‘bounce’
producing several characters where you
meant one. Despite a copious range of
keys including five function keys, cursar
keys, Control, Escape, Alt and all the
punctuation you could dream of, Sine-
lair has omitted a sensible backspace
key. This firequently used key is
reiegated to the bottom left of the
keyooard where you must press Control
and Left Arrow. You get used to thig but
itreally does getin the way

Staraqge is provided by two microd
rives built into the right end of the QL.
These use the same tapes as the Spec-
trum drives but run faster and have a
capacity of ut least 100K rather than al
85K or mere. Microdrives are much
criticised because of their siow speed
| and unreliability but they are a distinct
improvemant over cassette and trans-
form the QL compared to ordinary home
micros.

Howaver, there's no cassette intarface
at all on the machine, Sd software will
have Lo be sold on Microdrive cartnidges
which curently cost £4.95 each and are
difficult 1o duplicate. As a result, soft-
ware for the OL will be mare expensive
than for other machines.

The guts of g OL are 128K Ram and &
#8008 microprocessor. There's been a
lot of walfle abaut whether this chip is
8-bit, 16-bit or 32-bit. It's & cut down
version of the ©8000 processor and
although it does most of its thinking” in
32-bit words, it communicates with the
rest of the system in the usua! 8-bytes,
The 68008 has a heautiful instruction set
which will delight machine cade prog-
rammers everywhere but it's real
advantage is that it can handle up 10
IMD of memary al once, As yai, the QL
fails to exploitthis

's 128K Ram Is 2iso a blt of an
overstatement. 32K of it is always used
for the screen display, leaving a 96K
machine for the user. 68008 programs
are also notoriously bulky {as Sinclair
itself has found out the hard way) so the
96K may not go as far as you'd expect.
As a result, the QL doesa’t offer any
significam  performance or speed
advantage over everyday 6502 and Z380
micros although it harbours a definite
potential.

On the interfacing side, the OL is
nothing short of curious. There's no
Centronics port — maddening as nearly
all low cost printers need one and it is
the anly interface standard that isn’t

Four business microdrive cartridyes
likely to need an experl 10 make it Work.

Instead, the QL has two serial parts.
There's a really smart-ass piece of think-
ing gone into thess. The two ports are
wired the opposite way round to each
other, If your serial device and cable
doesn't work in cne ¢f the ports, the
chances are it will work in the ather! But
this triumph of lateral thinking doesn
excuse the fact that they are weak
interfaces.

Both serial ports mus! transmit and
receive data st the same speed. This
rules out g direct link to Prestel anc
Micronet as this reguries 75 baud trans-
mit and 1200 baud receive. What's
mare, bath ports must be set 1o the
same speed. So you may have problems
using a modem and a printer on one
system.

What's mors, the ports use new-style

l I tne  Line l Hasic  Basic Bask | Basic |

Rangeot  Easeof | Re- Auto Enor  Miaths | Sert  Text Graphic

‘Ml Commands Use | Number| Number Trace Trap | Spead | Speed | Speed Speed
| Advance 868 l - 8 \ v V v | 22 12 } 151 N
BacC a 7 \ VAR N ‘ \f 85 11 29 25

| Einstein 7 7 v v | | Vo, 4 19 107 a7 ‘

oL g8 | 7 v v [ v ! 6 26 | 167 | B0 |
| Spectrum l 5 g ! i | 76| 38 . 151 87
Wren 7 7 \ l \ v , N 9 25 I -

phone jacks as their plugs. These may
be compact and secure but they are well
nigh impossible 1a wire up yourself

On from the serial ports sre two
joystick ports which also use phone
jacks rather than any normal Joystick
input such as the now widespread Atari
standard. Don't expect o get joysticks
for a whils anthe:. There’s also the Rom
cartridga port but as this has been|
occupied on early QLs by the ‘kludge’, it
is likely that cartridge software will be
delayed forawhile,

The QL also has a ZX net conneclion
which is thankfully compsatible with the
ZX net provided for the Spectrum by ZX
Interface 1. It is possible 1o |link up to 63
QLsSpectrums on the same network,

Buried ih the right hand edge of the
machine is a connecior for further mic-
rodrives but mare importantly in the left
hand end s a full expansion connector,
Virtually anything, including floppy
disks, more memory or hard disk, can be
added here and it's almost certain thal
Sinclair will go for an add-on expansion
box which lets you plug in several
add-ons stonce.

So much for the QL's hardware, The
machine also comes with more soft-
ware than any micro in its price range.
Built into the maching is SuperBasic, &
completely new dialect of the Basic
lsnguage and QDOS, an cperating sys-
tem which controls all the major opera-
tions of the machine. Thig ¢laims to offer
facilities akin 1o those available under
MS-DCS and Concurreat CP/M on

Qoo 1984 Wra: Vioos
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machines such as the IBM PC.

On 1op of that, on four microdrive
certridgas you get four professional
business programs written by Sinclair's
favourite software house Psion. These
| cover the major application argas that
| people use personal micros for. QL Quill
| 15 @ wordprocessor, QL Archive is a
' database and OL Abacus is 8 spread-
sheet. Business graphics s rapidly be-
coming the fourth name on this tist and
QL Easel is one of the most aparpach-
able business graphics packages yet.

The arrogantly named SuperBasic is a
big, juicy varsion of the language. For
the programmers among you, it's got
lats of extremely nice features — multi-
line procedures and functions, local
variables, formatted listings, REPEAT
lvops, & set af fast graphics commandas
and 50 on. Many of thege are distinctly
welcome. I's easy ta add new com-
mands to the Basic simply by declaring
them in procedures, Others are a wasta
of space. The QL can handle numbers
ridiculously big compared to most
mechines, Impressive, but how many
people naed it?

SuperBasic tends 10 be & very power-
ful and entertziming version of the lan-
guage but it's a lot more suited to the
experienced hacker than the sont of
newcomers who are going to buy a QL
A compact, r@ally friendly and very fast
Basic would have been a beller ides.

On @ more pleasing note, SuparBasic
runs with around a jolly B5K free for
Basic programs and data. The only thing
that comes close in the price range is the
Advance 86a with around 62K. B5K is the
biggast free mamary of any interpreted
Basic on any popular micro and that
alone should encourage the dedicated
Basic hacks to the QL 10 create some
monstar-sized programs,

Behind the scenes on the QL is an
operating system cal'ed QDOS. Sinclair
cizims QOGS 15 a serious 68000 operat-
ing system with capabilities to malch
much  more  expensive  machines.
However, many of these facilities, such
as the ability 10 run more than one
program 8l onco, can’t be seen yet
bocause no Information is avallable
from Sinciair as to how it's done. It's
cerlamnly not straiohtforward to run a
couple of Basic programs at the same
time.

Much of the operating system is very
‘arown-up’. All the different devices in
the OL - the ports, the network, the
screen windows and se on -~ have

names and all data can be frealy moved
between them. It's possible to send data
far the printer to a microdrive file so that
it can be printed [ater. You can copy a
microdrive file to the screen to see
what's in 1t. And s0 on. What's more,
new devices, such as a plug-in disk or
Centronics port, simply become part of
the system. AH very professional in-
deed.

However, there are some obvious
restrictions, There's no proper file typ-
Ing system and no way of referring to &
group of files with o single cammand
This may be fine on a twin microdrive
micro with mayhbe ten files on each drive
but itistotally impractical if the QL has &
hard disk attached with hundreds of files
an it. S0 QDOS is a bit of a mystery at the
moment and you can't really say any-
thing more until maore of its facilities are
aired in public,

The four Psion programs are, real
business programs. In terms of speci-
flicarion they easily outclass anything
avaieble on cassette for other home
micros. However, ifwe compare them to

snd super-scripted as appropriate. Arc-
hive is both a simple card index style file
handier and a fully programmable data-
bass giving it 3 breadth that spans the
entire gamut of database packages for
Digger micras,

Abacus Is a delightful spreadsheet for
accounting and forecasting. It's made
really stmple to use because it automat|-
cally names the various sactions of the
‘workshaet’ using the column headings
and row names you give it. Many small
spreadsheets force you 10 use co
ordinates such as A1, 82, €3 and so on.
Abacus is also very good at handling
text, making it easy to produce very
presentable worksheets.

Great potential

Ease!l is a definite step forward {or
business graphics packages in that it is
vary interactive. You can just type in a
set of numbers and see them graphed
instantly. Easel does averything by de-
fault — it scales and labols the axes,
calours the bars and so on. You change

DispLAY

Max No. Max Graphics | Max. Text Range of | Ense
Maodel ol Colours Resolution Format Control of Uss Ovasall
Advance 868 16 BAOx200 80x25 7 7 8
8BC 8 640x256 03z g 3 3
lEinslcin 16 256x192 dhx24 8 7 a8
oL ) El 512x208 85x25 8 7 3
Spectrum | 8 256x176 40x24 a 8 4
Wren ' 8 640x256  80x25 5 \ - 6

the performance cof real disk-based
peograms, from the Perfect suite up-
wards, they don't do so wall,

The problem seems to be that the
packages are over-ambitious. 1t doesn’t
take 2 great deal of thought to realise
that the microdrivés are too slow 10 be
used ta overlay sections of a large
program as it is running. Yst both QL
fasel and QL Quill do this all the time,
making them unbearably slow. It's cu
rous A word processor such as
Wordwise on tha BBC ar Apple Writer
on the Apple sits with its text entirely in
the memory of the computer and still
finds thousands of satistied users aveary-
day. Yet Psion's program is too big to fit
inthe QL!

The programs do have remarkable
spacs for such a small machine, Quill
provides on-screen formatting with text
appearing underlined or in bold or sub-

only the things you want ta, Thera's o
full range of different graphs bar
charts, pie charts and so on. The prog-
ram aiso has a limntad set of celoulation
facilities buitt in Easel encourages you
to experiment and fiddie about with
your data until you get the best possible
results.

Although only one of the programs
may be loaded a1 vnce, you csn pass
data between them. You write the data
to an ‘Export’ file on the miceodrive from
one program, load the second program
and then read the file back in agamn. This
is tarribly slow but does allow you, for
example, 1o graph the data on spread- |
sheet ar read database informaton into |
a letter you're writing. The Psjon prog
rams form a complets suite that will do
aimostall the jobs you can think of,

They are aiso fairly straightforward 1o
use as every step is laboriously p:onu
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ted slang the way. This does mean that
anyane can pick up the programs but «f
miakes people who've used them for
more than about ten minutes start 10
find themselves frustrated that the pack
ages can'l go any faster What's more,
there are soma, offen unndcessarly,
complex ang iong winded key sdqu-
snees 10 use the programs. Using them
at  spepd requires o considerabis
amount ol keyboard dexterity Coupled
with the odd, but not unobvious, and
often harmiul bug hery and there it is
cartain thd! the Psian programs could
dowath same pohshing

i Psian can improve the speed of the
programs and make them z linle more

| comfortablito use, then the QL starts to

look as 1 it will do the jobs it was
intended for. Pawan has launched similar
programs for bigger machines such as
tho IBM and Sirius and it will be inferest-
iny 1o see how thase perform. On the Gi
at least 1hey are not as elfective as they
should be - samething that hopefully
wall be sorted put soon.

The QL manual 15, nol surprisingty, in
a similar state to the machine. With the
micra and its soltware changing 5o
rapidly, the writeérs could abviously do
little raee than st the commands avail
atle and say what thay do. There 1§ no
sonsibly ordered step-hy-step guide and
peginners are in for something of o

ahock.

Giveen the state of the diagrams in the
manual, the number of ertors (both
factual and merely typographicsl] ana
tha somewhat in at the deep end’
approach, it isn't difficult to assume that
Sinclar will be furiously warking on o
PEW YRIBION 35 S00n &8 possibla

Premature launch

After 50 much criticassm, our judge-
ment of the QL & probably a forgone
conclusion. However, most of the prob
tems stam from the prematurs launch
However it is tremendous value for
maney and itis a challenging and uselul
micro. 1t teally does have the potential
1o be a top-sulling system

However, of you are looking for a
sonous busingss personal compuier, it
may sull be test to double your mansy
and go for a small husiness machine
such as the Osbarcne 1 (E800) or Sanyo
MBCHES0 (£700) Sinclad may indeed
nave @ machine which can do serious

work for total newcomers for just £4
Butit's nol ready yet.

On the other hand, if we take the QL
a home hobbyst machine, how doe
fare? It doed o lot better, It has |
potential 1o be a great games mach
and a delgh! for enthusissls plus &
real businass pragrams thrown (o |
bargein

Anyone looking 1o learn about cu
puters in general would learsa (ol B
a4 QL s just 8 matter of waiting
seeng haw software support and St
[ai's own suppo! turn out

As to 4 recaommendation, it 1s po
ably sengible 1o sieer claar of the
until it soris tsell oul To put it |
perspective, the OL'S remaining s
are probably no worse than thosa of
BBC or Onic ¥ at launch

I you are an exparisnced hobb\
looking for the challenge of the lead
edge nome micro, the Siaclar GL co
be just whal you want, hawovet
probably wise to wait a little

The rush to launch the QL has rather needlessly spoilt a machine with a
of potential. However now that Sinclair are putting it into stops the

should regain come of the credibility it last and shou
the successes of the ZX81 and Spectrum, In |

It may even repeat

prove very popu

meantime, beginners and serious users should look elsewhere and e\
the dedicated among us should think carefully.




