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To David Simon and Marlane McGarry, who gave me my
first chance to get involved with computers



Introduction

his book is for people who want to get the

most from their IBM PC or PC-compatible

computers. This book is also for those who

want up-to-date, IBM PC AT-like perfor-
mance without having to retire their old PCs and pay
thousands of dollars for a new system.

To profit most from this book, you must have a comput-
er based on the Intel 8088 chip. The information con-
tained here will not be appropriate for machines based on
Intel 8086 (used in the AT&T 6300 PC) or the Intel 80286
(used in the PC AT). These chips, which are the heart and
brain of their respective computers, are designed to pro-
cess information and respond to software and circuits dif-
ferently than the 8088. These differences can make for
incompatibilities with both software and hardware.

Apart from knowing what chip it has, you do not need
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a technical grasp of your computer to understand this
book or use the products and techniques described here.
Opening up your computer and installing expansion boards
is neither as difficult nor as risky as some people believe.
Still, it requires some knowledge and technique which,
one hopes, you will gain from the chapters that follow.

A major aim of this book is to save you or your busi-
ness money by dispelling a widespread notion that the
demise of the 8088-based PC is imminent. Reports that
the PC is dead and that ATs and newer machines are the
way to go are at best premature. By spending as little as
$500 to $1000, most owners of 8088-based machines can
upgrade to a machine that equals or even surpasses the
AT —without some of the software incompatibilities that
often afflict AT-type machines.

What Does This Book Include?

Software, peripherals, expansion boards, and some acces-
sories are included here if they’ll enhance your use of the
computer. I have approached the book from a problem-
solving standpoint. Rather than doing a book on expansion
boards, for instance, I've addressed specific problems. For
example, you constantly get “memory full” messages when
you build a Lotus spreadsheet. If you have streamlined
your spreadsheet to take as little memory as possible, then
the best solution is more RAM. Or perhaps you've added
more RAM and now you have a file that is too big to save
to a floppy. The answer is to add a hard disk. Likewise,
the problems of speedy backup of hard disks and recovery
of files accidentally deleted are discussed.
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How and Why Was This Book Written?

I wrote this book to save people from some of the problems
I confronted as both a computer user and as director of
information systems for a large public relations company.
Some of my mistakes have been costly, and all of them
have wasted extravagant amounts of time.

Addressed in this book are some of the most common
problems experienced with 8088-based machines. In addi-
tion, I've tried to add a sampling of new products and tech-
niques to make life with your PC easier and more efficient.
Scores of products are mentioned by name throughout the
following pages. However, a mention does not necessarily
imply an endorsement; nor does the absence of mention
imply disapproval —some companies are mentioned simply
because they have a unique product or a leadership position.
I have not evaluated the products from every company
mentioned; however, there is a product snapshot at the end
of each chapter of the book. For these reviews, I personally
evaluated the product and found it useful for the applica-
tion mentioned. I chose to report on the good products only,
for the simple reason that people want to know what to buy
rather than what not to buy.

Moreover, practical considerations prevented me from
reviewing every appropriate product. Instead, I concentrat-
ed on those that seemed to have a unique characteristic that
would contribute to daily life with your PC. I've received no
outside compensation for any of my product reviews.

Conflicts of Interest

“Objective journalism” is a figment of the imagination of
academicians who teach mass communications at colleges
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and universities. All observers have biases that affect
their judgment, no matter how hard they try to avoid
them. Therefore, instead of professing objectivity, I'll try
right off the bat to let you know where my biases and
blind spots are.

First, I like the underdog. I'll try as hard as possible
to see the little start-up company in the best light.

Second, over the years I have done work for a number
of companies that make some of the products mentioned in
this book. Those companies are Univation, AST Research,
and Hewlett-Packard. I like their products, but I promise
you that I will do my best to portray them with the same
eye as those from other companies.

Third, my very first computer, back in 1982, was the
old Kaypro II. I have a soft spot for Kaypro.

There must be a few other blind spots, but nobody’s
told me about them yet. If you notice any, please write to
me In care of Osborne/McGraw-Hill. For that matter,
please write if you feel an evaluation was not accurate, if
you know of a product that should have been included, or
if you encounter a problem that was not addressed. I can’t
promise to answer every letter, but I'll try.

I will be offering quarterly updates that will include
current evaluations of products mentioned in this book,
and evaluations of new products and how to apply them to
your computing. To receive your first update free, please
fill out and mail the order form provided here.

e



Name:

Address:

City: __ State: ZIP:

( ) Please send me my free first issue of the quar-
terly update.

() I believe you should include the following prod-
ucts or topics in your updates:

() I believe you made an error on the following

items:

Send to: Lewis Perdue
1601A North California Blvd.
Walnut Creek, CA 94596

This offer is solely that of Lewis Perdue. Osborne/
McGraw-Hill takes no reponsibility for the fulfill-
ment of this offer.
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The
Evolution of
the PC

hen IBM introduced its PC on August
12, 1981, it brought to market a product
completely unlike any other it had ever
produced: a flexible, adaptable system
capable of accepting both software and hardware devel-
oped by vendors other than IBM (see Figure 1-1). Pre-
viously, IBM had built its success on proprietary hard-
ware and software that made it difficult —and sometimes
impossible —for third-party vendors to enter the market.
But the short development time —the PC was developed in
about one year —made it necessary for IBM to obtain
major parts of its system from outside sources: the operat-
ing system, PC-DOS, was developed by Microsoft Corpora-
tion, the disk drives came from Tandon, and so on.

IBM also built a number of “expansion slots” into the
PC, which allowed users to increase the computer’s useful-
ness by simply plugging in a circuit board. This ability is
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Figure 1-1.  The IBM PC was a departure Jfor both IBM and the micro-
computer market

a key element in the concept referred to as “open archi-
tecture.”

Open Architecture
Until IBM introduced the PC, most microcomputers, such

as the Tandy TRS-80 line, used a closed architecture;
there was no way to enhance the hardware without exten-
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sive soldering and tinkering —a task reserved for experts.

IBM’s decision to use open architecture in the PC
probably contributed more to the personal computer boom
than any other factor because it encouraged independent
companies to develop products —expansion boards, soft-
ware, and peripherals —that would run with the PC.

It’s no exaggeration to say that without the open archi-
tecture of the IBM PC, the explosion of the microcomputer
market might never have happened. By mid- 1986 (accord-
ing to Infocorp, a Silicon Valley market research firm), 14
percent of American homes had a microcomputer; 29 per-
cent had either a microcomputer or a household member
who used one at work.

In addition to helping create and drive the market for
personal computers, IBM’s entry into the field helped
bring order and some semblance of a standard to the
microcomputer industry.

In fact, the strategy succeeded almost too well. Although
almost from the beginning there had been scores of com-
puters that were IBM-compatible, 1986 saw a flood of
inexpensive PC clones —computers built to work and look
almost exactly like an IBM PC —selling for less than
$1000; in some cases, for less than $500. The PC had
become a commodity like the floppy disk, and that hurt
IBM’s sales dramatically.

By mid-1986, the tidal wave of PC clones flooding the
American market had made IBM strategists begin to
think they perhaps had made a mistake with the open
architecture concept.

In retrospect, however, IBM’s initial decision to employ
open architecture was doubtless the correct one. Without
the enthusiasm generated by open architecture and the
thousands of companies that started up to satisfy the needs
of the market, IBM might have sold many fewer units
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than it has to date. And without the PC’s open architec-
ture, the market would probably have been stymied by a
lack of standards, frustrated by high prices, and limited
by a shortage of applications software.

An Incomplete Solution

First-time buyers are always dismayed to find their com-
puter system costing hundreds, sometimes thousands
more than the advertised price. There are graphics
boards, disk drives, I/0 (input/output) boards, extra RAM
(random-access memory), and a score of other items that
frequently must be purchased to make the system per-
form to the user’s demands. This is the downside of open

architecture.
ome users in search of a “complete” system have pur-

chased “closed-architecture” computers like the Apple Ilc
or Kaypro II and have been satisfied for years. However,
in one sense, a closed system is obsolete from the moment
the case is finally screwed shut. New features are diffi-
cult or impossible to add; there is no way to update the
computer with new boards or technology. Users who
continue to progress and gain experience in microcomput-
ing will eventually outgrow the capabilities of a closed-
architecture system. Open architecture, while initially
more demanding, allows a system to grow with the user
and with technology.

Inside the Beast

To understand how open architecture works, we need to
look inside the computer to see how it is wired together.
Although the innards look complicated at first, there are



