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Benchmarks

The table shows the time in seconds taken to run eight standard routines. Fora
68000-family machine running at 7.5MHz the QL seems very slow.

BM1 BM2Z BM3 BM4 BMS BM6 BM7 BMS Av.
QUAH — 63008 19 54 93 91 118 240 424 207 158
HP Series 200
Model 16 — 68000 02 06 14 16 17 28 43 150 35
BBC Model B — 6502 10 31 B3 87 92 138 219 520 148
Spectrum — Z-80 48 B7 211 204 240 553 BO.7 253.0 585
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SINCLAIR QL

(continued from previous page)

m their present form, such access times
cast doubts over the Microdrives,
Equally worrying is the pricing structure
being adopted by Sinclair. The quoted
price for end-users i3 £4.95: way over the
comparable figure for cassettes. The
situation is just as bad for software
houses, which may well be inhibited from
plunging into Microdrive cartridge
production of their programs.

The consequences of any resulting
software starvation would be dire. The QL
is already backing a lot of outsiders, and it
cannot risk falling down with its software
base, The QL is particularly vulnerable to
this because Sinclair has chosen nol to
include a cassette port, presumably for
fear of spoiling its professional image.

The keyboard is another aspect of the
up-market approach adopted by Sinclair
with its new machine, and the company
claims to have spent £100,000 on
designing it. Inevitably a membrane design
is used, but the individually moulded rigid
plastic key tops represent a huge improve-

The teli-tale kludge is now extinct on
final versions of the QL.
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ment over Sinclair’s previous efforts.
Opinions differ widely over its suitability
for word-processing: 1 found it quite
usable for touch typing, but a colleague
likened it to plunging your hand in a bowl
of cold porridge. As ever, the only way
1o decide is to try it yourself, which is
rather problematical with a mail-order
machine.

In addition 10 the standard QWERTY
keys and five function keys there is a
proper space bar — the first 10 appeir on a
Sinclair machine — two Shift keys,
Control, Alt, Tab, Escape and Enter. One
problem with the layout is that the Shift

- -

Specification

CPU: Motorola 68008 running at 7.5MHz

RAM: 128K standard including 32K
vidao RAM: promised expansion to
B40K

ROM: 48K with 16K externally in FB
version, containing QDOS and
SuperBasic

Welght: 1.388kg. exciuding powser
supply

Dimensions: 138mm. (5.4in,) by 46mm.
{1.8in.); separate power supply

Keyboard: full-size 67-key QWERTY
layout plus five function keys:
membrane-pad switching operated by
rgid piastic keys

Mass storage: two built-in Microdrives;
typical cartridge capacity 85K

Interfaces: two RS-232s; two QLAN
local area natwork sockets; monitor
and TV ports; two joystick ports; BOM
slot; main expansion slol

Software in price: system software in
ROM: Psion application packages
Quill, Abacus, Easel and Archive on
Microdrive cartridges.

Price: £398 Including VAT, plus £7.95
post and packing

Manufacturer: Sinclalr Research. Mall-
order purchases lrom Freepost,
Camberiey, Surrey GU15 3BR;
tetephone: (0276) 686100; ratail
distribution due to begin in
September

and Control are adjacent on one side, and
Shift and Enter on the other. It is all too
easy to mistake Enter for Shift, which can
have dire consequences. The cursor keys
are split rather awkwardly across the
central space bar. On the plus side, back-
space deletion, obtained by holding down
Control and the Cursor Left key, is easily
managed by one hand,

On power-up the opening screen
presents you with a choice of monitor or
screen, selected by F1 and F2 respectively,
The monitor mode divides the screen into
three arcas. The bottom screen, labelled 0,
is used for entering commands; the left-
hand upper screen displays a listing of the
program entered and the right-hand
portion shows the output. For some
reason best known to Sinclair, they are
Jabelled 2 and 1 respectively,

The Television display mode combines
the listing and output screens in one. The
listing appears in bright blue and is over-
written in red by output. Two basic modes
are available: eight colours with 256 by
256 pixels, allowing 37 characters across,
and four colours and 512 by 256 pixels
with 74 characters. In the Monitor display
mode 83 characters are available, of which
the first four are lost ona TV set.

The bulky external power-supply unit
mars the QL's sleek appearance.

The ULAs account for the QL's bare appearance inside, also space has been left for expansion peripherais to be slotted in.

.-
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The display is one of the least successful
aspects of the QL. In the TV mode there is
a lot of pulsing of the background and
general lack of stability, lending a sub-
aqua effect to the image. The characters
are very difficult to read in the four-colour
mode, and more 50 in black and white
where problems of definition seem
greater,

Since SuperBasic is resident in ROM,
the command line responds automatically
to this language. QDOS, the proprietary
operating  system, remains  essentinlly
invisible 10 the end-user. Until Sinclair
releases documentation it is hard to make
any useful comments on the system.

One disappointment is that it turns out
that the much-vaunted multi-tasking will
be available only from machine-code
programs. Windows are offered, but there
seems little you can do with them without
the multi-tasking capability.

Slow SuperBasic

As the Benchmarks show, SuperBasic is
slow for & 68000-based machine. Since the
68008 is inherently a fast processor, even
with its cight-bit data bus, it has been
suggested that the problem lies in the
interpreter. It is certainly quite instructive
to note the changes in the SuperBasic
manual that have occurred since January
as commands have come and gone or have
been renamed, providing some indication
of difficulties or second thoughts.

Sinclair’s new Basic is incompatible
with the Spectrum's ZX Basic, It lays
¢laim to its “*Super'” on the grounds of
being structured. Programs have the
ordered form characteristic of Pascal and
other structuréd languages, with neatly
matched For and End commands, and
Procedures and Functions tucked away at
the end of the listing. Other goodies on
offer include a Select, which allows a
range of command options dependent on
particular conditions, like Case in Pascal;
an If that has now acquired an Else in
addition to the Then; and an automatic
line-numbering command, Auto,

Graphics

A wide range of graphics commands are
included. Paper and Ink select the colours
for each of the two modes available.
Pixels, lines, arcs, circles and cllipses can
all be drawn using single commands, and |
there is a Fill command to colour-in closed |
shapes in a swift and cfficient way. Scroll |
and Pan allow the screen 1o be scrolled a
specified number of pixels up, down, left
or right. This command can also be
applied to any windows that have been
created.

The Window command permits a
portion of the screen 10 be defined as an
independent area, which may be scrolled
and also display data directed towards it.
Much of the power of the facility depends
on a full implementation of the multi-
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The QDOS command lists the files available on the Microdrive cartridge. The amount
of free storage space left on tape is displayed In proportion to that used.

tasking, and as such will only be available
to machine-code programmers.

Other modish graphics commands
include some for a pseudo-turtle — that is,
one that exists purely in terms of move-
ments on the screen, rather than as a
physical robot. Standard commands
include Pendown, Move, Turn and
Turnto. A Beep command can be invoked
with two, five, six, seven or eight
parameters allowing various levels of
envelope specification. As with the BBC's
Envelope command, much experi-
mentation will be needed to work out the
consequences of small parameter changes,
Only one sound channel is provided.

Windows, like all input/output com-
mands, are handled using the concept of a
stream. Any device, such as the kKeyboard,
Microdrives, Windows and Printer, can be
hooked up to a stream 1o accept data flow
and, where appropriate, provide input, It
is  therefore theoretically possible to
redirect printer output to 4 Microdrive,
Streams will also be important in access-
g peripherals  when they eventually
appear, and for sending out
information over the QLAN net-
work,

All the standard maths functions are
included, as well as an impressive floating-
point range of — 10°' to 10%"? with eight
significant figures, Even though struc-
tured programming is supposed 1o avoid
them, old favourites like Goto and Gosub
are still available,

In fact, there is a contradiction between
the whole logical structured approach and
some of SuperBasic’s facilities. For
example, it is very tolerant of mixed data
tvpes., You can cnter somcthing as
horrendous as

LET X% = 1.4 4 “4"
and SuperBasic will do its best to make

sense of it. First it translates the siring
g

into the number 4.0, adds it to 1.4, then

ignores the decimal fraction so that it can

be assigned to an integer variable X%,
So the QL saves you from having to

worry about all those little details that

make programming so tiresome.

=Review=—

Unfortunately, it also encourages you to |

be sloppy and even incomprehensible in
your programming habits, which is
precisely the thing that structured
languages were designed 10 avoid.

A definitive assessment of SuperBasic
will have to wait for a definitive version; at
the moment it has a number of worrying
bugs and bumps, Still, it is clear that
Sinclair is aiming high, and the eventual
possibilities could be very exciting.

The Psion software bundled with QL
has seitled down to a slightly more stable
state. It was discussed in some detail in the
May issue of Practical Computing, though
at that time the programs were only
running from ROM boards.

Data exchange

The four packages offer word-
processing, spreadsheet, graphics and
database applications. Each comes on a
separate Microdrive: cartridge and their
size is such that only one at a time can be
resident in memory on the standard
machine, Consequently the exchange of
data between programs is not entire-
ly straightforward, and certainly not
instantancous,

I'he Quill word-processing package
offers all the standard features, and is
fully  WYSIWYG. As a result, the
response time is often very slow as the
machine struggles to reformat the text's

(continued on next page)
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SINCLAIR QL

(condinued from previous page)

on-screen appearance: perhaps the worst
offenders are the Replace mode and back-
space deletion. One problem with deletion
is that you run too far shead of the
plodding cursor and so blot out some of
the previous word too,

As part of the general policy of
command integration, editing throughout
the packages is carried out using the key-
strokes used by the SuperBasic line editor,
which i3 limited but serviceable, Help
screens, called up by pressing FI, have (o
be pulled in off & Microdrive cartridge
and, as with all Microdrive operations,
longish waits are involved. Even straight-
forward text entry can cause frenzied
accessing, and rhis only serves to slow
down the system’s response time even
further. Loading new documents is
similarly frustrating: load times of min-
utes are not uncommon even for small
documents.

Two major omissions are a mail-merge
facility and any capability for print
spooling — i shame when you remember
that the QL is billed as a multi-tasking
machine. Generally, Quill is best regarded

WHEH 1
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Ab has a standard spreadsheet format.

The Import function is used to exchange data,
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as a slow but usable word pro
processor, offering most of the facilities
Jooked for in a package but not ideally
suited 1o extensive use by good typists. For
the two-finger beginner or for occasional
use in the home it should suffice.

The spreadsheet program can be recom-
mended with fewer reservations. It is guite
fast, again offers all the standard
facilities, and adds a few of it5s own.
Particularly useful is the ability to
manipulate whole rows and columns using
only the first entry as a label. Thus,
formulae like

COS1s = Sales *0.43 + 169

arc legal. One slightly annoying feature
for those of us brought up on VisiCalc and
its clones Is the necessity of entering a
number before using the cursor keys,
where the latter will serve on their own in
the older packages. There should be no
problems in putting this package 1o serious
uses, and it measures up well against other
stand-alone programs,

The Easel graphics package is the largest
in terms of program size. Though super-
ficially the most impressive it is ultimately
probably the least useful. Graphs can be |
created at the keyboard by directly
inputting data, or data can be imported
for other applications.

Data can be displayed In a user-defined format.

Review=—

Although there are some cight different
kinds of graph available, and colours can
be changed for particular parts of them,
the overall variation is really quite small.
Otherwise Easel is casy to use, well
implemented and fast, considering the
graphic manipulations. A nice touch is the
ability to add text at any point on a graph.

Perhaps the most interesting of the
Psion packages is Archive, the program-
mable database. Databases have tradition-
ally been heavy business applications
rather than for the home user, but Archive
could well change all that.

A default record format is available on
which each field ¢an be set up as required,
New records can be added by using the
Insert command, which allows the fields
to be filled in one by one, or Append,
where Let commands are used 10 assign
values to particular fields. The command
line generally interprets input as a
command; where input 1s required, a
second cursor appears in the upper part of
the screen representing the record.

Once a file has been set up, its contents
can be scanned using First, Next, Before
and Last to pass from record to record.
Records with a particular field can be
found using the Sclect command. A file

feontinued on page 64) |
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(continued from page 62)

can also be sorted on any of its fields in
ascending or descending alphabetical or
numerical order; it is possible to sort on
two fields. The Locate command can then
be used to search on part of a string, for
example Sm, to find all names beginning
with these letters, This allows @ Kind of
wild-card facility.

As well as using the default display —
invoked, reasonably enough, by the
command Display — it is possible to
design alternative screen formats using the
screen editor Sedit. Formats can be saved
and loaded from Microdrives.

Perhaps the most powerful feature of
Archive is its ability to run procedures.
These structured programs look very
similar to a SuperBasic listing, but without
the line numbers. Using them you can run
routines 10 search through files, print out
mailing lists, merge, reorder and delete —
in short, everything you would expect
from a fully programmable database.

Most of the SuperBasic commands like
Getkey( ) and While are available, and the
program handles procedure layout as in
SuperBasic. Procedures may call other
procedures and can use local parameters.
Multiple files may be accessed by assigning
them distinct logical names. They are
defined when a file is Opened — which
allows alterations — or Looked at, which
is limited to read only. It is important to
Close files at the end of a session.,

Initial impressions are that Archive is a
powerful program. [ts sorts and searches
on small files were fast, but how it would
cope with larger files that exceed RAM
space might well be another matter, The
procedural language is very powerful, if
slightly daunting for the beginner,

Integration

One of the key features of the Psion
suite is its claim to integration. Command
integration, or the appearance of the
screens and the use of the function keys in
a consistent fashion, is superficially quite
complete. However, Archive is sub-
stantially different in approach. All input
is treated Initially as command, which
must be entered in full, whereas in the other
three packages first letters suffice.

In Archive, all the command menus are
called up by successive presses of F3; in
Quill, there is & command Other which
takes you down to a further nested list of
commands. Matters are complicated by
the fact that there are two commands
beginning with F, namely Footer on the
main list and Files on the subsidiary one.

More crucial is the level of data
integration. Again, matters vary from
package to package. The Export function
allows data to be passed from Abacus to
the other three packages relatively easily.
A file with the extension name of _EXP is
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When the Microdrive cartridge slot
created, and can then be called up using
the Import command from the other
applications. On the other hand, passage
of data from Archive to Quill is not so
straightforward. Given that it is not
possible to hold all packages in memory
simultancously, this awkwardness is not
so critical; the main transfers are possible
and relatively easy. Perhaps things ought
to be kept in context since the Psion pro-
grams are being bundled with a machine
for a total of £400 and it would be
unreasonable to expect perfection,

The manuals are quite comprehen-
sive, with plenty of screen dumps
and examples. The Introduction and
SuperBasic sections have been touched up
slightly between the FB and AH versions,
but unfortunately some errors have/ been
correcied only (o be replaced by others. In
particular, the line numbers of the
example programs have been changed, but
not consistently, The Keywords section
explaining SuperBasic is useful but could
be fuller.

With the present so dubious, it may
seem & little premature to consider the
future, but there can be little doubt that
after o few more months’ tidying up the
QL will be a serviccable machine, Add-
ons promised from Sinclur are the
512K RAM — guaranteed non-wobble —
g Winchester, modem  and terminzl
emulator, Centronics port and a non-
thermal printer, There is also the
possibility that an upgraded Microdrive
with a capacity of IMbyte will be released;
unfortunateély this will yet again be
incompatible with everything else.

The Psion packages are being slimmed
down further so that they can be crammed
on 10 & 128K ROM, This will improve
performance and free far more RAM, At
the moment the 32K video RAM, together
with the large programs, keaves precious
little user space. Psion has recently started
marketing the QL packages for other
machines like the IBM PC and Sirius
under the name Xchange. As well as con-
currency, they have additional features
like mail-merge and print spooling —
some of which may filter back to the QL
one day.

s In the tape is pressed against the rea
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diwrite head.

Despite all the delays and problems, |
Sinclair is confident that the QL is going to
be a winner on the scale of its previous
machines, Sales rargets are 250,000 this
year and 750,000 next yeir, New manufac-
turers are due to be announced soon, and
the American launch is planned for the
autumn.

Conclusions

@ This one will run and run. When the
bumps have been ironed out the QL will
represent unbeatable value.

® The Microdrives are overpriced under-
performers. [t will not be long before
third-party suppliers offer disc drives that
really will be a leap for the machine,

@ The Psion programs are eminently
usable for most home applications, Only
Quill lets the side down with its rather
sedate response.

@ SuperBasic seems to be a little wobbly
#t present, The potential is there,
especially with the structuring and wide
range of communds. It is also slow, which
could be a problem for Basic games. The
lnck of multi-tasking at this level is also
disappointing.

@ Initially there will be a shortage of
software, but the indications are that
software writers are beavering away (o
cater for what will be 2 huge market,

® It is only too easy to knock aspeets of
the QL, but the fact remains that for about
£400 you are getting a micro  with
potential, und four usable application
programs here and now. Despite claims to
the contrary, it is no low-end business
machine but an up-market bome micro. 1]

QLangers

Practical Complting 1s monitoring
the state of the QL. If you find any
bugs or bumps In the soitware,
please send details to Qlangers,
Practical Computing, Room L307,
Quadrant House, The Quadrant,
Sutton, Surrey SM2 5AS.
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