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Articles Policy 

BYTE is continually seek
ing quality manuscripts writ
ten by individuals who are 
applying personal systems, or 
who have knowledge which 
will prove useful to our 
readers. Manuscripts should 
have double spaced type
written texts with wide mar
gins. Numbering sequences 
should be maintained sepa
rately for figures, tables, 
photos and listings. Figures 
and tables should be provided 
on separate sheets of paper. 
Photos of technical subjects 
should be taken with uniform 
lighting, sharp focus and 
should be supplied in the form 
of clear glossy black and white 
or color prints (if you do not 
have access to quality photog
raphy, items to be photo
graphed can be shipped to us 
in many cases). Computer 
listings should be supplied 
using the darkest ribbons pos
sible on new (not recycled) 
blank white computer forms 
or bond paper. Where possible, 
we would like authors to sup
ply a short statement about 
their background and experi
ence. 

Articles which are accep ted 
are typically acknowledged 
with a binder check 4 to 8 
weeks after receipt. Honorar
iums for articles are based 
upon the technical quality and 
suitability for BYTE's reader
ship and are typically $ 2 5 to 
150 per typeset magazine 
page. We recommend that 
authors record their name and 
address information redun
dantly on materials submitted, 
and that a return envelope 
wi th postage be supplied in 
the event the article is not 
accepted.-

The Appliance Computer, 

by Carl Helmers 

With the beginning of the new year, it's 
time to return to the theme of the "ideal" 
personal computing system, the ne plus ultra 
in terms of design finesse, convenience and 
low price. I n short, a quality packaged 
product ready to be programmed by the user 
... the same concept found in the program
mable calculator, but applied to the general 
purpose computer system instead. This prod
uct is on the way . My "authoritative" 
pronouncement on the future of the field 
during 1977 is that 1977 is to be the year of 
the "Appliance Computer." Now that I've 
made my pronouncement, you ask in reply 
"now how can Helmers make a crazy state
ment like that?" The rest of this month's 
commentary concerns the reasons for this 
summary of the coming year, a view from 
the root node of an inform ation tree. 

Quite simply, the "appliance computer" 
is the concept of a true finished product 
desk top general purpose computer which 
can be purch ased at your local dealer, a 
complete package of hardware with support
ing systems software at a reaso nable price. It 
is the software experimenter's dream ma
chine, a computer where the only concerns 
are the generation of programs and the 
hardware is just assumed to exist and work 
properly. It is the starting point of applica
tions and systems programming experimen
tation. The appliance computer is the per
sonal computing system which does not 
require that its owner own an oscilloscope, a 
complete electronics laboratory, or have 
experience in the repair and tuning of 
hardware. 

The systems hackers and hardware 
hackers will of course complain about the 
very concept of the appl iance computer, 
wh ich is fi ne. "You're too constrained by 
someone else's choice of compatible op
tions." "You're limited by a particular style 
of engineering." "In my perfect system, I'd 
do this instead." "I wouldn't be caught dead 
with such a kluge in my system." There is no 
doubt that there is a lot of pleasure to be 
gained from the ego involvement of hard
ware creation and system design. The appli
ance computer hardly eliminates that 
pleasure - for those who are sophisticated 
and knowledgeable enough to enjoy it. They 
simply avoid buying appliances. 

But consider the appliance computer in 
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Circa 1977 
analogy to the musical instrument. Most of 
us musicians {amateur like myself, or profes
sional} get our jolli es out of playing the 
instrument, not out of building it. Sure, I do 
some weird things like designing an attach
ment to my baby grand player piano so that 
my computer programs can play it too; but I 
do so to enhance my ability to play music , 
and then I do a custom design onl y because 
there are no commercial products. I am 
primarily a user of the piano, not the builder 
or designer of the piano system. The builder 
of the piano, some craftsman at Steinway 
circa 1910, simply put together a very 
specific and well designed set of hardware 
which I program with my own software 
creations, via my finger tips {and later via 
rolls or solenoid valves in the pneumatics}. 

So why is it appropriate that 1977 be 
termed the year of the appliance computer? 
I have inputs from numerous sources to tell 
me that the personal computing products are 
shaking down into finished systems. For 
example, just take a look at the class and 
quality of the new Digital Group cases -
they're the kind of finished product profes
sionalism one would expect on a computer 
table in the livingroom of a home. Now, if 
only Robert Suding's brainchild were com
pletel y assembled and tested at the same 
price. As another example, take a look at the 
level of case design sophistication and engi
neering quality represented by the new 
Processor Technology SOL systems. Again, 
it's still a kit, but it augurs well for the 
coming year. Take a look as well at the STM 
BABY computer. Here is a finished product, 
not a kit, which is initially a bit more limited 
in scope as a general purpose system than 
some of the other products, but which 
before the year is out will have a complete 
set of options including mass storage and a 
high level language. Then there is Steven 
Jobs' and Steve Wozniac's Apple Computer, 
presently only available in single board form 
without case, but soon to become a finished 
product item at dealers coast to coast, with a 
case as previewed at Atlantic City last 
September. There are others as well, firms 
which have yet to advertise but which have 
exciting products we may see at dealers in 
the near future . These include the Gremlin 
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co mpu ter and th e com puter bra inchild of a 
bun ch of MIT beavers who ca ll themse lves 
ECD Corporation. Th en there is of co urse 
the much rumored Heathkit entry into th e 
market (aga in as a k it, but ce l·tainl y to be 
ex haustively engineered and documented) 
and the rumors of Japanese impOl"ts aimed at 
th e 1977 TV games mark et but actuall y 
consisting of general purpose comp uters 
with minim al interfaces and vid eo output. 

My " id eal " target of an u"nd er $2000 
finish ed pmdu ct machine wh ich is compl ete 
with vid eo in terface , mass storage on du al 
audio cassettes, key board input, 8 K of 
memory or so, systems software in ROM and 
a high leve l language capab ili ty is we ll within 
sight. It ca n be purchased in kit form over 
the counter I' ight now . By th e end of the 
year, we can ex pec t to see the fu ll y assem
bl ed and tested vers ions appearing, again 
well und er $2000 in pr ice , and even lower 
for stripped down ve rsions in mass produc
tion. Th e wea lth of produ cts now on or 
about to enter the market suggest that the 
appliance co mputer is th e computer of 
1977, and the des ires of users are sure to 
support th is appra isa l of the market.-

access-no wait cyble. 
• DIP ec'tion Of memory protect increments 

(256, 512, 1~ 2k,4k,or8k~ 
• Provision for battery back up. 
• Plus TI low profile sockets, gold-plated edge 

connectors, solder masked ; first lin e parts and 
guaranteed for 90 days. 

$250.00 in easy-to-assemble kit form includes complete 
documentation and assembly instructions. $295.00 assembled. 

The M B6A is available off-the-shelf through your computer 
hobbyist stores or direct, along with our other fin e pmducts 
including processor, memory, I/ O, mother and extender boards. 

(~ ctjbsrcrrn A Divi sio n o f So lid State Mus ic 

We're the blue boards. 
21 02A Walsh Avenue 
Santa Clara . CA 95050 Tel ephone (408) 2 46-2707 
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