
February 3,  1976 

An Open L e t t e r  t o  Hobbyists 

To me, t h e  most c r i t i c a l  t h i n g  i n  t h e  hobby market r i g h t  now 
i s  t h e  l a c k  of  good sof tware  courses ,  books and sof tware  i t s e l f .  
Without good sof tware  and an owner who understands programming, a 
hobby computer i s  wasted. W i l l  q u a l i t y  software be w r i t t e n  f o r  t h e  
hobby market? 

Almost a yea r  ago, Paul Al len  and myself ,  expecting t h e  hobby 
market t o  expand, h i r e d  Monte Davidoff and developed Alkai r  BASIC. 
Though t h e  i n i t i a l  work took on ly  two months, the t h r e e  of us have 
s p e n t  most of  t h e  l a s t  year  documenting, improving and adding fea- 
t u r e s  t o  BASIC. Now we have 4K, 8K, EXTENDED, R3M and DISK BASIC. 
The value  of  t h e  computer time w e  have used exceeds $40,000. 

The feedback we have go t t en  from t h e  hundreds of people who 
s a y  they a r e  us ing  BASIC has a l l  been p o s i t i v e .  Wo s u r p r i s i n g  
t h i n g s  a r e  apparent ,  however. 1) Most of these  "users"  never bought 
BASIC ( l e s s  than 10% of a l l  Altair 2::.r,zzs have bought SkSIC), a113 
2 )  The amount o f  r o y a l t i e s  we have received from s a l e s  t o  hobbyis ts  
makes t h e  t i m e  s p e n t  of A l t a i r  BASIC worth l e s s  than $ 2  an hour. 

Why i s  t h i s ?  A s  t h e  m a j o r i t y  o f  hobbyis ts  must be  aware, most 
of  you s t e a l  your software.  Hardware must be paid f o r ,  b u t  s o f t -  
ware i s  something t o  share .  Who c a r e s  i f  t h e  people who worked on 
it g e t  paid? 

Is t h i s  f a i r ?  One t h i n g  you d o n ' t  do by s t e a l i n g  sof tware  i s  
g e t  back a t  MITS f o r  some problem you may have had. MITS d o e s n ' t  
make money s e l l i n g  software.  The- roya l ty  pa id  t o  us, t h e  manual, 
t h e  t ape  and t h e  overhead make i t  a break-even operat ion.  One t h i n g  
you do do i s  prevent  good sof tware  from being wr i t t en .  Who can a•’- 
f o r d  t o  do p r o f e s s i o n a l  work f o r  nothing? What hobbyist  can  p u t  
3-man y e a r s  i n t o  programming, f i n d i n g  a l l  bugs, documenting h i s  pro- 
d u c t  and d i s t r i b u t e  f o r  f r e e ?  The f a c t  is ,  no one bes ides  u s  has 
i n v e s t e d  a l o t  of  money i n  hobby software. We have w r i t t e n  6800 
BASIC, and a r e  wrLting 8080 APL and 6800 APL, but  t h e r e  i s  very lit- 
t l e  i n c e n t i v e  t o  make t h i s  sof tware  a v a i l a b l e  t o  hobbyists.  Most 
d i r e c t l y ,  t h e  t h i n g  you do i s  t h e f t .  

What about t h e  guys who re-sell A l t a i r  BASIC, a r e n ' t  they  mak- 
i n g  money on hobby sof tware?  Y e s ,  b u t  thosewho  have been repor ted  
t o  us  may l o s e  i n  t h e  end. They a r e  t h e  ones who give  hobbyis ts  a 
bad name, and should be k icked o u t  o f  any c lub  meeting they show up 
a t .  

I would a p p r e c i a t e  l e t t e r s  from any one who wants t o  pay up, o r  
has  a sugges t ion  o r  comment. J u s t  w r i t e  me a t  1180 Alvarado SE, g114, 
Albuquerque, New Mexico, 87108. Nothing would p lease  me more than 
being a b l e  t o  h i r e  t e n  programmers and deluge t h e  hobby market w i t h  
good software.  

B i l l  Gates 
General Par tner ,  Micro-Soft 




