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Will the Adam initiate a price revolution? Brian Power investigates Coleco's industry-shaker.
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a real stir among air travellers as they spun
round the baggage sections at a major

airport.
Documentation

The Adam comes with three books, a
fd-page set-up manual and two larger
binders for word processing and program-
ming in BASIC. You can see the way
Coleco rughed the Adam onto the market
by the fact that pages in the word
processing book have newly-written in-
structions glued over the old ones.

It is obvious that Coleco expects some
Adam buyers will never get beyond the
set-up manual. That manual contains
enough information for simple word
processing so that you don’t really need the
more extensive binder. It also tells readers
that programming is a hobby like sewing or
carpentry, and they don’t have to bother
learning it if they don’t want to,

This set-up manual is a welcome change
to many instruction books — it is actually
easy to follow. A no-nonsense book that
doesn’t pander to the novice, it contains
simple instructions and plenty of clear
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photos that take you from unpacking the
box to changing the printer ribbon. The
on-screen  help menus are  extensive
enough to get you going without the
manual once Adam is taken out of the box
and plugged in,
Construction

We now move into the heart of the matter,
Coleco has created Adam from three main
components, the memory console. the
keyboard and the printer. The console
includes the system's Z#0A micro-
processor, meaning compatibility with the
CP/M operating system, the RAM and a
high-speed tape drive.

The microprocessor addresses 64K of
RAM but the computer also contains a
separate processor for the video display
thatincludes an additional 16K of memory
just for graphics, bringing the total to 80K,
Another 64K of RAM is available as an
option, bringing the total up to T44K.

The sculptured keyboard has 75 keys,
including  six programmable function
‘smart keys' that correspond with six
labelled boxes on  the screen. The
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The Coleca games machine — released in the UK this past
summer (and Pre-Tested in lssue 2) — will be able totake an

keyboard has the feel of more expensive
systems and | give it a good rating.

Coleco was thinking of word processing
when it designed the keyboard, including
keys such as insert, deiete, movelcopy and
storelget o provide guick access to specific
word processing functions. In addition 1o
ten command keys, there are cursor arrow
keys.

Two game conirollers come with it
While they are primarily for playing
games, one of them can be attached to the
keyboard to mowve the cursor, as an
alternative to the arrow kevs, and can also
be used for entering numbers.

The keyboard and printer have separate
microprocessors, and a communications
system Coleco calls Adamnet ties the
whole thing together. It is enough to allow
the computer to do simple multi-tasking,

Screen

The screen for the Adam islikely tobe your
own television set. It had better be colour
or you will miss a [ot of what Adam offers.
During some operations the screen con-
tains four different sections, with four
different colours.

The screen is set up to convince you that
working on Adam is no different than
typing on a typewriter. I wish computer
makers wouldn't bother because the
screen is going tostart looking tedious once
you get used to the system.

There are graduated markers up the left
side and across the top of the screen, to set
the margins for a printout, There is a band
of six blue boxes across the bottom of the
screen that correspond (o the “smart keys.'
Above that is a roller, shaped like a
typewriter roller, which you write into.
After writing two lines, the lines begin
rolling up the screen,

If it sounds cluttered, it is. There isn't
much room on the screen for your work by
this point. Coleco is assuming you are
incapable of thinking for yourself and need
to be shown everything.

Storage
A lot of people prefer the faster and more
reliable disk drives to tape cassette stor-

age. But Coleco has got around that, and
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lowered the cost of Adam, by developing a
high speed tape system with a transfer rate
to the microprocessor of 19.2K bits per
second — eight to 16 times faster than
other cassette systems. While it was still
slower than a floppy disk, [ found it worked
quickly and transferred the information
without any problems.

The closed-loap bidirectional tape is
preformatted to hold 0K of information
{about 250 of text). Information is
stored sequentially on the tape, with the
initial information stored in the middle of
thetape and later files added on eitherside,

Printer
So far 1 have been fairly positive in
detailing Adam, but when it comes to the
printer 1 begin to worry, By advertising
Adam as a complete system, itcould live or
die if the printer doesn’t hold up.

To be positive, a lot of letter-quality
printers alone cost as much as Adam.
Coleco has developed an S0-column
bidirectional printer with a 91/2-inch
carriage that uses standard Diablo daisy
wheels. allowing you to choose your type
face, aswell s standard ribbon cartridges.

For the price, [ suppoese 1could live with
the 14} words per minute speed, although
it seems painfully slow,

But here’s the rub, Most of the printeris
made of a hardened plastic and doesn’t
leok all that sturdy, I have doubts that it
could run well for any length of time, It
looks like a small child could do a lot of
damage quickly. Coleco swears it has
tested the printer extensively, but 1
couldn’t help wondering how well the
printer could stand up to six months or a
year of printing.

Expansion
The entire Adam can be an expansion
module, so to speak. You can buy a
st w version of the Adam which
allows you to fit your ColecoVision video
game system into the memory console,

Coleco plans to introduce an expansion
module early next vear, which will contain
a floppy disk drive and an S-column card
for those who are going to do more serious
work. It will sell for $300 in the US,

Adam has four expansion slots, three for
peripheral cards and one for the upcoming
expansion module, The slots can be used
for such options as the #0-column card,
Coleco’s steering wheel for its turbo game
or an adapter for Atari 2600 game
cartridges.

At this point, none of these are
available. last summer they expected the
expansion module ready by the end of the
vedr, but that has obviously proved too

oprimistic.
Software

In most systems the word processing
package comes on 4 separale cartridge or
disk, but on Adam the Smartwriter word
processing program is built right into its
ROM. Turn on the computer and it is
automatically in a typewriter mode, where
every letter you strike on the keyboard is
typed onto the printer.

HARDWAR

A keystroke swilches 1o the word
processing program, which offers on-
screen  correction, deletion and  text-

searching. It highlights the text to be

moved or deleted. Tt has an indo key to
retrieve material if you change your mind
or have made a mistake,

Adam has only 36 columns, which is
hardly adequate if you are going to write
often, Adam has several ways around this.
There is a scrolling function that lets you
move a window back and forth, A
medelling  function simulates the 8O-
column format by showing only the
characters near the margins, In a word,
they seem clumsy and an inadeguate
replacement for a wider character display.

The computer comes with two data pack
tapes, the Smartbasic language and the
Buck Rogers— The Planet of Zoom game.,
a product much more sophisticated than
the game currently available on ROM
cartridges,

Smartbasic’s source code is compatible
with most Applesoft Basic statements.
While most programs writen in Applesoft
Basic will run on Adam, there are
differencesin the use of PEEK, POKE and
CALL commands. =

Coleco is currently working with soft-
ware companies o convert some CPM
programs to the Adam tape system. [t
remains to be seen just how many software
developers will convert their “systems,
although a disk drive module would
prabably increase the number.

Coleco isn't waiting, It is developing a
Smartfiler database management prog-
ram, to be released early next year, to

manage spreadsheet analysis, telephone
directories and personal planning diaries.

Verdict

Coleco has set a tock-bottom price for the
Adam system. but this puts the whole
system out on a imb if one section such as
the printer doesn't work,

I think Coleco is going to have to prove
that its printer is really sturdier than it
looks. 1 would like 1o sée it used for six
months before [ am convinced it can stay
the distance.

Also, why put all this emphasis on word
processing and then make asystem with 36
character lines. Itdoesn't make sense. The
moving window that lets you scroll across
the width of the line doesn’t impress me as
any kind of practical alternative. [ think a
lot of people who plan to write more than
two letters a week to Aunt Millie are gaing
ta want the Bl-character upgrade — and
will have to pay more for it,

Yet in the end, providing the printer
holds up and you can use 80-character
lines. I think the Adam is a welcome
addition. At the very least, if it sells heavily
it is going to force the price of other
computers down.
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