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These are wonderful days for people who need com-
puters. Microcomputers that do more and more are
becoming available—and, paradoxically, they are
becoming less expensive. The only trouble is that, be-
tween the time you order a unit and it is delivered,
something better is announced (but you know it will be
six months to a year before the new unit will be
available).

As the saying goes, I've got bad news and good news.
The bad news is that, yes, another wonderful computer is
about to come out—from Epson, the company that has
captured about 75 percent of the printer market. The
good news is that the unit is supposed to be available by
this Christmas. On the basis of Epson’s track record, I
believe they'll do it.

BYTE was one of the few companies to be given a
private showing this past summer of the Epson QX-10, a
computer for less than $3000 that may well be the first of
a new breed of anybody-can-use-it “appliance” com-
puters. Chris Rutkowski, president of Rising Star Enter-
prises (a consulting firm that works closely with Epson),
showed me the QX-10, along with a preliminary version
of an extended word processor called Valdocs and an
enhanced keyboard design called HASCI, both designed
by his company. As you'll be able to tell from this article,
I found them both very interesting.

QX-10 Hardware

For its retail price of less than $3000, the QX-10 (see
photo 1) gives you a great deal for your money. It con-
tains a Z80 microprocessor running at 4 megahertz
(MHz), 128K bytes of memory (expandable to 256K
bytes), two direct memory access (DMA) controllers, one
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free serial port (a second one is used by the keyboard), a
Centronics-compatible parallel port, six clock-timers, 2K
bytes of battery-powered complementary metal-oxide
semiconductor (CMOS) memory (to hold certain infor-
mation even when the computer is turned off), a CMOS
clock/calendar, and a light-pen interface. The unit also
contains two thinline 5%-inch floppy-disk drives, each
double-sided and double-density, with 40 tracks per inch;
each drive holds 320K bytes. The video display, based on
the NEC 7220 graphics chip, includes a 32-MHz medium-
persistence video monitor and 128K bytes of dedicated
video memory (shown as the bottom board in photo 2).
The video display will work in either a 25-line by
80-character text mode or a 640- by 400-pixel graphics
mode. The QX-10 comes with one of two detachable
keyboards—standard-layout or HASCI—more on that
later. Finally, the QX-10 has internal space for up to five
peripheral cards like those used by the Apple, Corvus,
and IBM microcomputers.

QX-10 Configurations

The QX-10 will be sold in two configurations. The first
includes (at the time of this writing) the QX-10 as de-
scribed above, the standard-layout keyboard, the CP/M
operating system, Microsoft BASIC, and STOIC (a fast,
extensible FORTH-like language). This version is a stan-
dard CP/M-based microcomputer for those of us who are
comfortable with microcomputers as we know them to-
day.

However, the QX-10 was really designed for the
average consumer, who isn't comfortable with
microcomputers as we know them today. With the soft-
ware included in this package, the QX-10 becomes (as Ep-



Photo 1: The Epson QX-10/Valdocs system.

son puts it) a symbol processor that anyone can use. This
configuration of the QX-10 includes the hardware as
described above, the HASCI keyboard, the Valdocs soft-
ware, TP/M (a CP/M equivalent with its own
enhancements), Microsoft BASIC, and STOIC. (CP/M
may be offered in place of TP/M, but the configuration
will probably be very close to the one listed above.)

The Epson Philosophy

Although Epson will certainly sell you the CP/M ver-
sion of the QX-10, it is far more interested in selling you
the unit it really designed—hardware and software
designed in conjunction with each other to offer both
high performance and ease of use. In addition to being a
highly integrated word-processing/computer system that
offers as much usable processing power as almost any ex-
isting microcomputer, the QX-10/Valdocs system is
designed to be used without confusion by people with
minimal technical knowledge. We've certainly heard that
claim before, but Epson has delivered on this promise in a
way and to an extent that no microcomputer manufac-
turer has done.

The Valdocs (short for “valuable documents”) system
described here is designed to manipulate what Epson sees
as the four types of symbols that people use: letters,

numbers, graphics, and time. The HASCI keyboard
(scheduled to be described next month by Chris
Rutkowski in his article “An Introduction to the Human
Applications Standard Computer Interface”) is shown in
photo 3. It is designed with a set of function keys that
relate directly to the most common operations people
perform on symbols. In addition, these keys are designed
to be sufficient to drive any future symbol-manipulating
software—that way, the keyboard layout won't change
even when more sophisticated software is developed.
Table 1 gives a brief description of the HASCI keyboard
function keys.

Another aspect of the Epson philosophy is its commit-
ment to ensure that all the parts of a system work
together. (What's amazing is that the microcomputer in-
dustry has survived while blatantly ignoring this
philosophy.) In the QX-10 (with or without Valdocs), the
computer, its software, and its peripherals are meant to
use each other’s capabilities to the fullest. This goes hand
in hand with Epson'’s vision of the dot-matrix printer as
the universal standard for printing. Epson has designed a
line of printers that act identically and are capable of
printing both bit-mapped graphics and text in varying
degrees of quality (draft-, correspondence-, and—with
some future printer—letter-quality printing).
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