


shot mouldings are preferable, but the
cost is higher.

The ‘feel’ of the PC20’s keyboard is
run-of-the-mill. Its downfall, however, is
the absence of progression in the
springs — unless you have a very light
touch you will find the keys bottom out
with quite a jar. Unfortunately, the same
can be said for many other low-cost sys-
tems. Raised ‘pips’ on the home keys
are a feature that touch-typists may ap-
preciate.

As a result of the one-piece design, the
keys sit much further above the desk
than most authorities would recommend.
| However, given that home computers
are usually less intensively used than of-
fice systems, this is not a major con-
sideration.

Like some other Amstrads, the PC20
uses the 8086 processor. At one time,
‘8086 and ‘fast’ always seemed to ap-
pear in the same sentence, but in these
days of '386-based systems that adjec-
tive no longer seems so appropriate,
even with a 10MHz clock. The new APC
benchmarks are designed to give a good
indication of a system’s performance in
real-life situations, but because of the
Amstrad’s entry-level configuration it
seemed unreasonable to attempt the
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high-level tests (you just don’t use Page-
Maker without a hard disk!).

As the low-level index relates the
machine under test to an IBM PC/XT
with a hard disk, the Amstrad is handi-
capped by its floppy drive.

The decision to build the machine with
only 512k of memory is unusual. Even

‘If you are looking for
your first MS-DOS
system and are prepared
to sacrifice some
expandability for price,
then the PC20 should be
on your list.’

though the PC20 is aimed at a par-
ticularly price-sensitive market, the ad-
vantage of a fuil 640k would outweigh
the relatively small extra cost. Although
buyers of this system are less likely to
run memory-hogging software, any
surplus can be used as a RAM disk.
Such an arrangement is particularly use-
ful in a single-drive system like the

PC20. Still, the 512k formula seems to
have served Amstrad well in earlier
machines.

In the absence of a metal case, virtual-
ly all the motherboard is shielded. The
large number of fastenings make it dif-
ficult to see the layout of the board, but
its small size suggests the use of VLSI
chips. In fact, the board is not even fully
populated, presumably reflecting a
design that provides for assembly in
more than one form.

The single disk drive mentioned above
is a 720k, 3.5in unit mounted in the right-
hand side of the case. In common with
other systems with side-on drives, a
repeater for the ‘drive active’ light is
provided on the top of the case. All very
sensible, but because the light is on the
opposite side of the case to the drive, |
often found myself forgetting to check it.
In my experience, most problems
novices have with corrupted disks can
be attributed to their removing them from
the drive at the wrong time, so this ap-
parently minor weakness could have a
significant effect.

A connector on the back panel allows
the connection of a second (external)
drive which may be either another 3.5in
unit or a 5.25in, 360k drive. The connec-







Software

The review system was accompanied by
a copy of MS-DOS 3.3 for the
PPC512/640, a ‘Show Partner’ presenta-
tion of the earlier Amstrad computers
and GEM. There is probably nothing
new left to say about DOS 3.3, so I'll
simply say that it worked.

Show Partner ran uneventfully, but GEM
completely ignored the mouse. Whether
this was due to incorrect configuration or
a hardware problem remains a mystery,
largely because of the absence of
documentation.

Amstrad advised me that the PC20 will
be sold with DOS 3.3, GEM, Typing
Tutor, Decision Maker, Memory Builder,
Speed Reader, Hompe Office Writer,
Home Office Filer, Gunforce, Backgam-
mon, Space Vaders [sic] and Bricks.
Since those programs were not made
available for this benchtest, | am unable
to comment on their quality or useful-
ness, but they certainly cover the ap-
plications commonly associated with
home computing. Assuming they are at
least reasonably good, Amstrad must be
praised for providing a package that the
first-time buyer can take home and put
to use without making additional pur-
chases.

Conclusion

There are two questions in my mind.
Firstly, if someone wants a MS-DOS
system, will the low price be enough to
attract them to the PC20, or will they

spend another one or two hundred dol-

lars on a conventional clone (or even
one of Amstrad’s other models)? Such a
system would probably have the extra
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echnical specifications

RAM and a clock/calendar, and adding
the very important second disk drive
would almost certainly be cheaper. On
the other hand, the Amstrad’s compact
size will be an important advantage to
some, and the 3.5in disk is a big plus for
anyone using that format.

Secondly, will buyers as yet uncom-

Bechks

mitted to a particular style of computer
choose the PC20 over the Amiga 5007
Again, the 500 costs about $100 more,
but | think many people buying for
recreational purposes would pick the
Amiga for its superior graphics and
sound capabilities.

it you ask a simplistic question like
‘which computer should | buy?’, or
‘which is the best computer?’ the answer
is always the same — ‘it depends on
what you want to do'. If you are looking
for your first MS-DOS system and are
prepared to sacrifice some expandability
for price, then the PC20 should be on
your list.

Amstrad seems to be betting that there
are enough people sufficiently sensitive
to prime cost to allow the company to
ship the PC20 in the volume it expects
without cutting into the sales of its more
expensive systems. However, since
there isn't that much difference in price,
the company might not get the result it
anticipates.
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