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PS/2s: 
RELIABILITY COUNTS 

  

  

The MCA bus has taken its share of ribbing since IBM introduced the PS/2 line last April, but 
its design has helped make these machines the most reliable in the business. 
  

hen IBM introduced its new 
Ws almost a year and a half 

ago, it made some technical 
claims that, at first blush, seemed pretty 
grand. 

The biggest, of course, was for the mag- 
ic of the Micro Channel architecture 
(MCA) bus. Its arbitrated, multimaster de- 

sign would make possible some amazing 
things, we were told, with several micro- 

processors chugging away out there on that 
bus at the same time. No longer would 
your PC’s—oops, better make that your 
PS/2’s—single Intel 80286/80386 have to 
time-slice its way through tough jobs. In- 
stead, cards with other, additional micro- 
processors would be plugged into the 
MCA bus to handle video processing, 
background communications, and other 
jobs. 

The MCA bus has taken a lot of kidding 
over the past 16 months. I’ve had my share 
of sport with it, calling it ““ voodoo technol- 
ogy’’ and ‘‘Mystery Channel architec- 
ture.’’ Others have been much tougher still 
on the new design. 

Chief among the other IBM promises 
for the PS/2s was that these were more reli- 
able machines, built better thanks to a 
more buildable design. And that buildable 
design, IBM said, made them three or four 

times more reliable than IBM’s first PCs, 

according to IBM’s own testing. 

HEATH’S VIEWS Chet Heath was the 
principal designer of the MCA bus and has 
been centrally involved with the PS/2s 
since long before they were called PS/2s. 
A senior engineer at IBM’s Entry Systems   

Division in Boca Raton, Chet is a typical 
IBMer in his competence and self-assur- 
ance but a most untypical [BMer in his 
candor and openness. 

He’s intensely proud of what he 
wrought in the Micro Channel architec- 
ture—and not a little wounded by the 
slings and barbs of a skeptical press and 
wary customers. Chet’s pride in his design 
work, and in his colleagues’ other achieve- 
ments in the PS/2s, shines through when 
he talks about the PS/2s as business ma- 
chines built to solve business needs. If that 
doesn’t sound much like an engineer talk- 
ing . . .well, Chet often doesn’t sound 
much like your typical computer designer. 

And that’s a high compliment. 
I recently spent a long time talking with 

Chet about the PS/2s, the MCA bus, and 

how they’ve fared in the real world. Not 
about the number shipped and which dis- 
tribution channels IBM thinks appropriate 
for the machines—that’s not his ball- 

  

          

park—but about how closely the 
PS/2/MCA has matched the design spec of 
a more useful, more reliable PC. 

Chet has some very interesting views on 
PC-level systems reliability and, in turn, 
on how we evaluate PCs in the eighties and 
beyond. Ill be writing here occasionally 
about those views and how they fit with 
my own (and, I suspect, with many of 
yours) as we see competitive MCA-bus 
machines from Tandy, Dell, Kaypro, and 

others come to market. 
One of Chet’s most interesting points— 

and one I knew immediately to be true, 
from my own experience and that of my 
corporate clients—is that the PS/2s have 
indeed proved to be much more reliable on 
the job than their PC, PC-XT, and PC AT 
predecessors. 

Though I’ve seen a surprisingly large 
number of new PS/2s come through with 
right-out-of-the-box problems, indicating 
poor final testing or, likelier, shipping 
problems and poor checkout by dealers, 
once a PS/2 is up and running, it’s likely to 
stay that way for a looong time. 

Chet points out that this positive field 
experience has been reflected in a recent 
rejiggering of IBM’s on-site service agree- 
ment prices. Not only does the PS/2 Model 
50 come with a 1-year warranty, but IBM 
has priced the service agreement at $180 a 
year, as opposed to $546 per year for the 
most popular PC AT configuration in busi- 
ness use, the famed Model 339. 

PS/2 PAYS Chet goes on to calculate the 
savings in buying a PS/2 Model 50 rather 
than a Model 339 PC AT. The first year’s 
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warranty is free, either way. But during the 
second, third, and fourth years of owner- 
ship, PS/2 buyers will effectively pocket 
$366 a year, the difference between a 
Model 50 service agreement and one for a 

VIEWPOINTS 

Model 339. In addition, of course, you get 
what amounts to a Video Graphics Array 
(VGA) adapter built into the motherboard 
of the PS/2s (excepting the Model 25 and 
the Model 30), so you save another $400 

  

  

  

  

  

Didn't You Read This 
Before You Sent It lo Me? 

      
_ Who’s Watching The Grammar, 
_ Style, Usage And Punctuation In 

Your Business Writing? 
You know how it is. You're working hard. 

You're under pressure. You have to get a special 
report or memo to the boss. Or a proposal to a 
client. You work furiously to meet the deadline. 
Now all they remember are the errors. 

Helps You Improve Your Writing. 
Now RightWriter, the expert grammar and 

style checker, helps improve your writing...right 
away. RightWriter is an expert system. It applies 
over 3,000 grammar and style rules to your writing 
to make it stronger, clearer and more powerful. 

Excellent Learning Tool. 
RightWriter is also a superb learning tool because 

it encourages you to think about your writing. 
RightWriter flags errors in grammar, style, usage 
and punctuation right in the document. Then it 
suggests practical ways to improve what you've 
written. But it always lets you decide whether to 
use the suggestion. 

Tracks How Your Writing Improves. 
RightWriter does more than just correct gram- 

mar. It gives you specific scores on readability, 
strength, descriptiveness and use of jargon in your 
writing. It even lists uncommon or problem words. 
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Supports Leading Word Processors. — 

RightWriter is the perfect accessory to your IBM 
or compatible PC or PS/2’s word processor. It sup- 
ports all the popular word processors such as 
WordStar,® Microsoft Word,® WordPerfect,® 
PFS: Write,’ MultiMate® and many others. 

RightWriter Is Easy To Use. 
Since it has only one command, RightWriter 

becomes an automatic part of your business 
writing, 

  

See Your Dealer, Or Call 
RightSoft at (800) 992-0244 

(813) 923-0233 In Florida 

It’s Only $95 

30-DAY MONEY-BACK GUARANTEE 

RightSoft, Inc. 
4545 Samuel Street, Sarasota, Florida 34233 

Visa, MasterCard and AMEX accepted. Add $4.00 for shipping 
and handling. In Florida, add applicable sales tax. 
Overseas price (U.S.) $130 plus (U.S.) $15 shipping. 

or so on the cost of a video board. 
Add that up and you've ‘‘saved"’ 

$1,500 over the probable useful life of the 
computer by buying a PS/2 over even 
IBM’s own True Blue AT. And Chet finds 
this a persuasive argument for why PS/2 
clones—and soon, he thinks, AT clones 

from other vendors—will find tough sled- 
ding in the marketplace: their real cost is 
too close to the real thing. 

This argument makes some substantial 
assumptions, of course. First, that you're 
going to buy a service agreement for either 
machine. Second, that you consider the 
PS/2 the functional equivalent of a PC AT. 
And third, that you buy the idea that the 
machine really has proven that much more 
reliable in service. 

As I mentioned, in my experience, 
without exception, the latter case has prov- 
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a The PS/2s have indeed 

proved to be much more 

reliable on the job than 

their PC, PC-XT, and 

PC AT predecessors. 

  

en true: clients with collectively tens of 
thousands of PS/2s, many now in use for a 
year or more, have found Model 50s, 60s, 
and 80s substantially more reliable. than 
the other PCs they’ ve put in over the years, 
from IBM and other vendors. 

And you should remember that even if 
you consider service agreements lousy 
ideas, not buying one is in effect self-insur- 
ing: if something goes bump in the night, 
fixing it comes out of your pocket. 

The PS/2s’ low-cost service agree- 
ments, which reflect IBM’s confidence in 
their reliability , should make you feel a lit- 
tle better about their record. . . even if 
you're as frustrated as I am that the MCA 
bus, as full of promise as it may be, still 
hasn’t been used to any meaningful extent 
by commercially available hardware or 
software products. And thus hardly consti- 
tutes a reason to buy one of these newfan- 
gled machines. We 
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