Dimension Review

If you aren’t quite sure what
software you'll be running.
perhaps you should be looking
for a machine which runs ab-
solutely everything. The

to the wee folk that build computers. ..

deep in the bowels of the earth where
the humans can't see. Even the people who
build clones don't think much of this term,
preferring things such as “workalikes” and
“emulators”.

The thing about all this compatibility
stutf, however, is that all the computers
which are compatible with the software for
one brand of system are, by definition, in-
compatible with that for everything else.

T he word “clone” is a very nasty thing
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This sort of stands to reason. Granted, one
can play around with co-processor cards
and such to make, say, an IBM run Apple
software, but this is so very low tech. More
to the point, these cards come with page
long lists of limitations and gotchas... which,
in many cases really should have been ex-
panded into thick hardbound books and
labelled “volume one”.

There is one system which ignores the
limitations of compatibility. It takes the ap-
proach that by simply emulating every

Dimension 68000 does that...
and just a bit more. ‘

by Steve Rimmer

known micro-computer it is capable of run-
ning whatever software the trembling
fingers of the outside world should feel like
stuffing into it. The Dimension 68000 from
the Micro Craft Corporation is a very slick
thirty—two bit system with some pretty
amazing features. While its primary
operating system, CP/M 68, is almost
devoid of applications software, it does
come with a single disk that makes it easily
the most powerful computer available.

Pat it gently on the head and it will
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become a perfect replica of an Apple ][+,
an IBM PC, an Osborne, a Kaypro II or,
with some work, virtually any other com-
puter you have need of.

Yes, this does sound very much like
something they advertise on late night
televison for twenty-nine ninety—five plus
three dollars for postage and handling.
However, the Dimension is real... and it
costs considerably more than twenty—nine
ninety-five.

Higher Order Universe

The Dimension 68000 looks a little bit like
an IBM PC. In fact, this impression is
heightened somewhat by its affinity for PC
style keyboards... it accepts all the standard
ones from Keytronics, Maxiswitch or even
IBM itself it you're up for it. The box has two
very flexible half height disk drives with
room for a hard drive.

Based on the Motorola 68000
microprocessor, the Dimension is a true thir-
ty—two bit machine. However, its hardware
supports a very flexible physical bus, which
has been designed to allow the addition of
other microprocessors to the computer.
Presently there are three processor cards
available for the system, to wit, the 6512, an
enhanced 6502, the 8086, a superset chip
of the 8088 that powers the IBM PC and, of
course, the faithful Z-80.

The software which comes with the
system includes complete emulations for
several popular machines and if you run
one of them the appropriate processor will
wake up and take control of the foreground
activities of the system. The 68000 still
handles the housekeeping. As such, things
like disk I/O and the screen functions are ex-
tremely slick.

The surprising thing about the Dimen-
sion's emulations is how incredibly good
they really are. If you run APPLE the thing
thinks for a while, asks for an Apple disk and
flips its tube to a forty column screen with
Apple style characters. The APPLE ][ boot
message turns up at the top and the drives
will read Apple format disks. All the Ap-
plesoft BASIC syntax is supported... as are
all the PEEKs and POKEs of a real Apple.
As with all the simulations the system will
block off a chunk of RAM for the synthetic
computer to use equivalent to what one
would really have in a genuine version of
that system.

The system also emulates the popular
Apple peripheral cards. Typing PR#3, for
example, activates an eighty column screen
display.

The really slick aspect of the simulations
is how well they deal with unusual situations.
Video games are actually among the most

unkind things to try on a clone because the
nuances of copy protection that slither
about these disks are often hung upon
obscure characterists of the systems they
are designed for. The Dimension was quite
happy with many games that blasted the
silicon craniums from lesser compatibles.
Qur two favourite pit vipers, the Microsoft
Flight Simulator for the IBM and Zaxxon for
the Apple, both ran flawlessly.

It's worth noting that while the Dimen-
sion we got to play with only supported soft-
ware for the three processors commonly in
use at the moment but, because of the struc-
ture of the hardware there is no restriction
as to what could be plugged into the system.
Micro Craft maintains that new
co-processors will be available for the
machine as the chips are released.

Little fuss is actually made over the
68000, easily the most sophisticated chip in
the machine. In fact, except when the
system first boots, the main processor is only
used to handle mundane stuff. At the mo-
ment there is little else to do with it
However, this is the same chip as is found in
the Apple Macintosh and Lisa systems and it
has been suggested that there may even-
tually be emulators available for these
machines as well. The boys at Micro Craft
are said to be giving it some thought.
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Beyond The Fiberglass

The most common configuration of the
Dimension is as a machine with a halt a
megabyte of RAM. Unlike as in the case of
8088 based systems this does not even
begin to approach the addressing capacity
of the 68000 processor, and up to sixteen
megabytes can be included in the machine
by plugging memory cards into the system’s
expansion slots. To look at this another way,
a fully loaded Dimension can store more in-
formation than three hundred Apple
clones... assuming that you could actually
find three hundred Apple clones that work-
ed.

Memory is added to the system in
chunks of a hundred and twenty-eight
kilobytes.

There are six expansion slots on the

system. These can hold the aforementioned
memory expansion if you are able to find a
use for all that storage, the co-processor
cards or custom I/O and interface hard-
ware.

The system supports a hard disk con-
troller as an option. It handles two Win-
chester drives which can hold three hun-
dred megabytes of data or garbage or a
mixture of both. The Dimension allows you
to take your choice of four operating
systems with which to generate garbage...
an unparalleled opportunity, this.
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For the more plebian user the system
also has two five and a quarter inch floppy
disks; you don't have to choose them as op-
tions... they come with the beast. The drives
hold over eight hundred kilobytes each un-
formatted. The system can also support
eight inch drives and both three and a
quarter and three and a half inch pico
drives.

There is also the usual assortment of
ports, functions and three eyed sloths bristl-
ing from the gun turrets. Included in this is
an RS 232C interface, a printer port, a
game paddle interface, a squeaker speaker
and a real time clock.

The video interface of the system is a
trip in its own right... it can synthesize all of
the screen displays of the hardware the
Dimension likes to pretend to be and a few
that haven't been thought up yet. In its
tightest interlaced mode this allows for fifty
lines of one hundred characters per line and
comparable high resolution graphics. The
system can handle sixteen colours.

Wait, wait, the circus isn't over yet.

The CP/M 68 package that comes with
the Dimension is a genuine Digital Research
deal, complete with one of their hardcover
binders full of documentation. Unlike the
poorly written, cryptic and often times
useless documentation for CP/M 80 we're
all used to, this is poorly written, cryptic and
often times useless documentation for a
brand new package of software. No, actual-
ly, in fairness, it's worlds better than the
original CP/M manuals.

The system disk we got came with all of
the usual CP/M utilities... written for the
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68000, of course. Just like yesterday there
were PIP, ASM, STAT and all the other
unholy denizens of the plastic world smiling
out of the tube with evil leers. CP/M 68 ob-
ject files have the extension .68K.

This, in itself, is a good start, as users
who are familiar with CP/M on a lesser
system will have little hassle picking up the
local dialect. On the other hand, CP/M is
not a user friendly environment under any
processor, and if you're new to all this CP/M
68 will be as much of a psychic head
bender to learn as would be any other ver-
sions of it.

The thirty—two bit environment of the
68000, by the way, has introduced some
new terms into the documentation’s
vocabulary. We're all familiar, for example,
with nybbles, bytes and words... now we
have longwords. This is the babble for a
thirty—two bit number.

The CP/M utilities are a bit dull and we
would probably have cheerfully ignored
this disk altogether except for something
perporting to be BASIC. What ho! We
blasted BASIC onto the screen and
discovered this really bizarre little language.
It tasted like fruit.
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The CP/M 68 mode

The BASIC package for the CP/M 68
disk should not be confused with the Apple
[+ simulation, which it isn't... they actually
have nothing to do with each other.
However, the BASIC does support all of the
good bits of Apple BASIC... with virtually
all of the glitches removed. It's enhanced
out to the limit of the hardware, with much
higher resolution graphics and sixteen col-
ours. Naturally, you have your choice of
screen sizes and other quintessential
features.

This is actually about the only practical
way to write code for the 68000 with the
system as it stands. There is, of course, the
CP/M ASM program, and the operating
system kindly includes a first rate C com-
piler as well. However, ED, the editor, isn't
all that easy to use for large files... you've
really got to want to do it. I suppose you
could write a small editor in BASIC and use
it to write a better editor in C, and so on.

The other mildly fascinating aspect of

the system disk is a collection of screen for-
mat programs. You can use them to select
any size screen you want, ranging from a
grotesque twenty by twenty characters to
ultra high resolution type with fifty lines of
text... not recommended for economical
monitors... or hundred character lines.
These are pretty slick. Presumably combina-
tions of line lengths and screen depths not
presently supported by the system could be
implemented... a quick blast with DDT in-
dicated that the code for them is fairly
trivial.

If you try to CALL-151 on the fake
Apple. .. it works!

Specs...
Operating system CP/M 68
Main processor 68000
RAM SHIENK
Ports Serial and parallel
Graphics 16 colours, to 640 x
500 pixels

Software Included CP/M 68, C, custom

BASIC, utilities

Disk drives 2 5 1/4 inch DSDD

Screen display any size to 100 x 50
characters

Price $5995.00
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