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A Computer Powered for

the Future
The Altos 586-10

by Tom Fox
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¥ i This new complication is a direct, in-

evitable result of the evolution of power
that has always dominated the micro-
computer industry. The movement is
accelerating; today’'s machines contain
new highs of capability in ever-smaller
packages. The Altos (San Jose, CA) 586-
10 is an excellent example of the new
generation of tiny, quick, multi-user
computer systems. It is also a machine
that requires the patience and dedication
of a devoted college student to learn its
intricacies.

A well-planned system

There is simply no way to make a compli-
cated computer system simple to under-
stand and use, but Altos is meeting the
problem head-on with well-planned help
from the computer itself.

To begin with, the manufacturer has
researched the available flood of applica-
tions software programs, and has taken
the responsibility of integrating a selec-
tion of them into its computer. This
eliminates the need for the user to mate
software and hardware unaided, perhaps
creating an experimental combination
that has never been tried before,

On another level, the voluminuous

is tutorial in nature and is intended to
be read like textbooks. In the case of
the accounting software packages, the
computer owner is presented with an
extensive, well-planned set of tutorial
programs—complete with workbooks.
This is “computer-aided learning,”
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Microsoft's Multiplan spreadsheet
analyzer (which runs under Bridge);
and the massive Altos Accountant
assemblage: Accounts Payable, General
Ledger, Inventory, Payroll, Accounts
Receivable, a separate Sales Order/
Accounts Receivable, and Job Cost.
The Altos Accountant packages are
tied together with a flip-chart style Job
Aid booklet to assist in the entry pro-
cedures for the various business soft-
ware packages.

In many ways, the 586 would make a
good second computer for a small busi-
ness. There now exist hundreds of
thousands of limited, single-user com-
puters performing yeoman duty in busi-
ness settings around the world. Some of
these machines have reached the end of
their depreciation cycle; many were
simply not designed to handle the
demands of a growing business. The field
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8-bit machine or a six-user 16-bit power-
house like the 588.

The enigmatic front panel of the 586
reveals little. A single 5-1/4" opening for
a floppy disk and its accompanying
activity lamp give minimal clues to the
high level of activity inside. The rear
panel, by contrast, is crowded with 10
multi-pin connectors—and room for three
more. In addition to AC power, there are
jacks to connect six terminals and/or
printers. Also included are connectors for
hard disk expansion and a tape backup
unit.

An interface to Altosnet can be found
on the rear panel, along with the promise
of an Ethernet connection in the future.
Altosnet and Xerox-designed Ethernet
(Rochester, NY) are two separate methods
for interconnecting the 586 with other
computer systems via the emerging tech-
nology of a high-speed local area network.
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sity. One MB of data can be stored onto
a single diskette; 10 diskettes are re-
quired to secure a full 10 MB of hard disk
data.

Documentation

The user manuals provided with the 586
are impressive by their bulkiness. The
main entry is the Operator's Guide, a
looseleaf-bound book that is not intended
as a reference volume, although it pro-
vides a good introduction to the 586 for
the novice user. This book contains a
comprehensive glossary of terms, but no
index for easy reference. Oddly, all chap-
ter headings have been left out, pre-
senting the reader with an interesting
guessing game.

The manuals for the diagnostic pro-
grams and all-important Introduction to
Xenix are similar: They are intended for
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