ADAM in its Prime

A Report on Adamcon 17

July 14 – 17 2005

By Ron Mitchell

We live at a time when computer user groups have a rather hard time of it compared to the hobbyist heyday of the mid-eighties. Gone are the days when individual users would band together to help each other in learning how to use a computer. There isn’t the same camaraderie these days. In those cases where people try to get together there seems to be more emphasis on convincing a supporting software company to bring along some free product. The solving of problems with the group’s own resources seems to be a thing of the past. We are too busy consulting help files and trading jokes on the internet to engage in useful activity face to face. Those computer groups that continue to exist do so more for social reasons than anything else.

Let that be all for the cynicism. . Our group is an exception. We have just finished our 17th annual gathering – Adamcon 17 – at Whitby Ontario. It took place between July 14 and 17 at the Marriott Residence Inn. Given the heatwave and associated humidity that had gripped Metro Toronto during the few days previous to the 14th, the Marriott Residence Inn was about as perfect a place as hosts Dale and Jillian Wick could have arranged. We actually had members saying that the air conditioning worked too well.

My arrival at Pearson International occurred on the morning of the 14th following a “red-eye” from Calgary. The flight from Comox to Calgary left me with about 4 hours to kill at Calgary Terminal, even though the flight left Comox more than an hour late. For those similarly frequenting the Calgary departure area (the secure lounge) it should be said that the entire passenger waiting area is an Internet hotspot. I bought 24 hours of Telus time on the net and proceeded to play about, forgetting completely that you guys were holding the regular Wednesday night chat right under my nose. Such was the state of my mental process. I’m not the traveler I used to be.

But it got worse. Once in Toronto at 6:30 am, and very much “down a quart” I staggered over to the Thrifty Car Rental business area and was immediately asked, “Where the hell were you yesterday?”

Indeed, the printed form I was carrying with me, confirming the car rental deal in bold fonts that the agent circled for me that I’d pick up my car on July 13. Obviously Murphy was at it again. 

We got that business straightened about, and it only cost me an extra hundred bucks. They had no compacts left and I was offered a Chrysler for an additional $15. per day. Then it occurred to me where I was and what I was about to do; to wit, to take a completely strange vehicle and travel the busiest 55 kilometers  of road in Canada – at rush hour. It was then just after 9 am. And not only that, I had six hours to kill before my bed would be ready.

It took me another hour to actually clear Pearson International and get on my way. By that time the traffic, while heavy, wasn’t nearly as bad as the traffic reporters on the radio were claiming. I managed to hit the hotel around 11 am and, wonder of wonders, my room was ready. All the desk staff had to do was to take one look at me, and they made it so. They get a virtual  bouquet for that. 

When I regained consciousness, it was  3pm and I felt much more human. Amazing what a shower, shave, and a few hours’ sleep will do for the psyche. By that time, Dale and Jillian had arrived and were downstairs hard at work. I assisted where possible, helping to make up folders until the others began to arrive.

There is a schedule for every Adamcon. It always amazes me how hosts can fill the time. Thursday night comes and goes far too quickly, and this year was no exception. Thursday night is always a meet and greet. This year we had some new faces to welcome. Daniel Bienvenu has been a regular attendee of the Wednesday night chats for at least three years. This was the first time he had been able to make it in person. His friend Guy Foster, and Guy’s wife Sandy were also there for their first Adamcon. Guy and Daniel represent just about all the new activity taking place in the Adam world at this point. Both are active in developing games for the Adam. More about that later. Some were not there for Thursday evening because work commitments got in the way. Rich Drushel and Erin McLean arrived Friday morning.

Day 1 –  Friday, July 15 2005.

The Marriott Residence provided breakfast; we didn’t even have to leave the building. The sessions got underway more or less on time (this is an Adamcon, after all), with Dale providing introductory remarks, welcoming one and all. He noted in his introductory letter of welcome, provided to all, “We talk about the community that brings us together. But if you reflect on past Adamcon attendees I think that you’ll realize that what brings us together is a passion for the forward thinking system that the Adam brought.”  

Through all three days of this convention it was truly satisfying to note that the session topics chosen were all still relevant in today’s computer world, even though we were talking about a computer system that is more than 20 years old.

Murray McCullough led off the day with a retrospective on Adam. Building on material previously presented,   he  started us out with computing devices that were built before the electronic era. This year he brought us right up to date with new slides on 64 bit dual-core microprocessors, which have not become the trend in modern computing. It was quite a window on the history of our favourite subject. 

“Consider a future device for individual use, which is a sort of mechanized private file and library. It needs a name, and, to coin one at random, ‘memex’ will do. A memex is a device in which an individual stores all his books, records, and communications, and which is mechanized so that it may be consulted with exceeding speed and flexibility. It is an enlarged intimate supplement to his memory.”

I have such a device today. It fits in my shirt pocket. The foregoing quote appeared in the July, 1945 issue of the Atlantic Monthly, written by one Vannevar Bush, who was then director of the Pentagon’s Office of Scientific Research and Development. These ideas have been around for a long time. 

After the morning break, Murray dealt further with upcoming changes in technology and how that will affect our lives.  According to Michael Copeland and Om Malik (formerly Corel) there are five computer generations:

1) The mainframes in the 1960’s

2) The minicomputers in the 1970’s

3) Personal computers in the 1980’s

4) Networking and the Internet in the 1990’s

5) As yet unspecified 5th technological transformation in modern computing.

What’s next?

In the afternoon, Neil Wick presented the first session of his series on documenting the Adam. This was a fun and enlightening presentation presentation, reviewing the Adam from the perspective of those attempting to sell it through the early and mid-1980’s. What Neil did was an online review of the Toronto Star advertising early computers, and specifically the Adam  beginning in 1977. In addition to the advertising there were numerous articles about the Adam written during various phases of its development and marketing. The slides making up Neil’s session are too numerous to outline here, but he’s been kind enough to provide the presentation in Powerpoint format on CD. If you want to have a look, it’s on the CD that Dale gave you before you left. It’s a truly fascinating look at the rise and fall of Adam as seen through the eyes of the papers.

Guy Bona was next up with a session on the Adamem Utilities. Guy has done more work this year in updating a suite of  VB scripts and programs that make it easier to use the emulator (Marcel deKogel) and its support programs. Guy has been working on this for a very long time, and each year he seems to come up with something new. His powerpoint presentation was not on the CD that I brought home with me, but you can view information about the Adamem Utilities on Guy’s website, which he has just updated. Go to:

http://www.geocities.com/bonag_3/
If you need to contact Guy via e-mail, his address is there as well.

Following Guy’s talk, Dale Wick took centre stage for the first of his presentations on Game Balancing Theory. As he has in previous years, Dale attempted to explain to us some of the principles to be kept in mind when writing a computer game, not just for the Adam, for any computer. By the time we were finished this session, we were thinking about such concepts as triangularity, symmetrical and asymmetrical relationships. An example used was the age old game of Rock/Paper/Scissors. That was to come in handy later.

The final session of the day was a discussion on eBay by Bob Slopsema. Bob has for some years now been using eBay to buy and sell Adam hardware. He offered a few hints on how and how not to use the services of the online auctioneer. Some of the points covered were:


Search techniques and use of the right words


Knowing that some of the search keys might not be spelled correctly – try variations


All about “sniping” – or offering a high bid during the last minutes of an auction


Knowing what your mailing costs are before you list an item for sale


Leaving feedback – how to do it, how not to do it

It was a useful discussion, following which, we spent some time discussing our own experiences using e-

Bay.

At this point it was supper time. I had realized the previous day that Whitby must  be somewhere near Heaven – heat and humidity notwithstanding. There was a Harvey’s Hamburger place just across the street. An Adamcon, and a Harvey’s Hamburger.  Too much to comprehend. As you all know, we don’t have Harvey’s on Vancouver Island. Some would count that a blessing. For me, it’s a loss.

After having partaken of that offered by the Gods, the evening was spent mostly in the meeting room where some were working on their Saturday presentations while others watched. I managed to get Daniel Bienvenu’s ear for the time it took for me to use his “Dither” program to convert one of my digital camera photos (one of Bob and Judy) to Powerpaint format. The result was not great, but rather amazing given the limitations imposed by Adam’s memory. 

Worthy of note was the presence of what has to be the world’s most original Adam computer. It belongs to Dale Wick, and it has been at  just about every Adamcon within driving distance of Toronto – which has been most of them. I know that it made it to Salt Lake City as well, but probably not Seattle or Courtenay. This computer is traveled with a capital T.  It is not even in an Adam case. The motherboard and supporting circuitry was transferred years ago into an old IBM case and have lived there ever since. The monitor case is cracked, but the monitor still works. This computer has contributed more to the Adam world than most of us know. 

The final event for Friday took place late. In fact it was actually Saturday morning and  it had nothing whatever to do with Adam, unless of course, you happen to be an Adamite from Hogwarts. There are probably one or two in our midst. . A local Shoppers Drug Mart in Brooklin  (nowhere near Hogwarts)  had advertised a sale on the latest Harry Potter book. The offer to go and stand in line after midnight was made to all, but only Dale, Neil and I actually went. There I bought my first ever Harry Potter book, “Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince”. The book is 607 pages long. At the rate I read, it will take me well over 600 years to finish it, unless I am blessed with better reading skills in my next life. If not, I will require several lives to finish J.K. Rowling’s latest. Dr. Drushel informed me on Saturday morning (later on Saturday morning) that book six was probably not the best place to start reading Harry Potter. As always, Dr. D. is right. I have since borrowed the first three books from a kind friend here in Comox. I do hope to return them, read – in this life.

Day 2 – Saturday, July 16, 2005

There were a few words Saturday morning about the Much Maligned but Highly Coveted Mighty Mitchell Award.  Last year’s winner, Doug Slopsema was not on hand to set a new task for us, so a little improvisation  was required from your truly. I’m not normally very good at that sort of thing early on a Saturday morning – or any other morning for that matter. The contest could probably be best described as either a shot in the dark or a wild guess. The assignment, for those who chose to accept it, was to prepare a top ten list of  “Things I’m missing out on because I don’t use my ADAM as much any more.” So it was described, so it would be done.

On  to the regular business of the morning.

Daniel Bienvenu and Guy Foster began by introducing us to their web sites:


www.geocities.com/newcoleco/indexen.html
Here the gamer wannabe will find a wealth of technical data about the Adam, along with a complete suite of programming tools for game development. There’s a link to samples of ‘homebrew’ games and demos and a list of links to game publisher websites.

Guy Foster told us about Colecoshop – a brand new website at:


http://43.244.220.135.phpbb/
Daniel showed presented detail of a Colecovision cartridge board. This is for use by games programmers who want to build and market cartridge games. The board will fit inside a standard cart shell, and all the developer has to do is plug his chip into the plug-ins provided. Details can be found at:

www.atariage.com/store/product_info.php?products_id=24
Daniel and Guy are really into it. They have a complete BBS setup for Colecovision programmers. You can share detail of what you’re working on, get info from them  about the Colecovision secrets they’ve discovered,  and find out what they’re working on right now. It’s all billed as the “Colecovision revival website”. One can only hope that it gets used. As the Guy Foster points out, the board is still in its infancy.

Guy presented a demo made especially for Adamcon 17. I took some pictures of the screen here and they didn’t turn out. Hopefully Guy will make a copy of his presentation (and the demo) available via ANN.

Following the morning break, Dale Wick continued with the second of his sessions on game development. He presented examples of existing games to illustrate various game balancing strategies and concepts used in mapping a game.  He then went on to outline the various types of games and the differences in programming technique used for different types. Sports games, for example are mostly 2 player games. That requires used of different programming strategies. 

Just before lunch, Neil continued his review of press clipping making up the history of the Adam. Neil’s entire presentation consists of  no fewer that 142 slides covering the period between 1968 and 1989. The final slide depicts an advertisement by Kisber Auctioneers of Mississauga dated January 22, 1989, stating that the company has been instructed to auction all the office furniture of Coleco Canada Ltd. 

That, was really the end of the story.

Saturday afternoon was devoted to playing tourist. We visited Cullen Gardens in Whitby, not far from the hotel.  It was a most enjoyable afternoon. Cullen Gardens, according to its website, opened in May 1980 and is situated on 36 acres of professionally landscaped gardens and grounds. There are over 160 mineature buildings in the “Village and Cottage Country”.  There are all sorts of pictures that we took at Cullen. Dale included quite a few on his disk and pretty well everyone ought to have quite a collection. Let’s just say that it was well worth seeing. Bob Slopsema  discussed whether or not Cullen rivaled Butchart’s Gardens in Victoria. In my mind, it’s a tossup. Cullen Gardens has the added feature of the miniature village.

It was hot there. I’ll have to make a note to revisit sometime when Toronto has finished with its heatwave. Well worth the time heat and humidity notwithstanding. 

The evening, after supper, was devoted to our traditional chat. We’re getting better at this every year. We have less and less trouble getting everyone connected. Gone are those days when one solitary dial-up connect was shared amongst 10 or 15 people. We’ve all got laptops now, and the hotels we choose have wireless setups. Works much better. It was good to see James online from Japan. We even managed to get a video connection between him and us. I haven’t seen James since he was 13 years old. He looks a little different now. 

And so ended day two, with more chat, more photo’s and reminiscences of chats gone by. 

Day 3 – Sunday July 17 2005

Sunday began with another round of ticket sales on Jean Stone’s Afghan. This is one of these traditions at the con that I hope never comes to an end. This years version was a work of art, as always, and I found myself wanting a few more tickets, the winners. So I bought a bunch more. It doesn’t matter how many times we thank Jean Stone for sending this annual contribution, we’ll always be in her debt. The afghan is a raffle prize, but it’s more than that. Quite apart from providing cozy comfort a rainy Sunday afternoon, it is a piece of Adam history that we all want and treasure. It raises money to cover Adamcon expenses, and it does a good job of that each and every year. 

The Sunday sessions began at 9:30 am with Dr. D. leading us into the world of Adam Hardware. He drew comparisons with today’s modern PC and provided an overview of the tasks that computer hardware, be it Adam or whatever, has to accomplish.

Some of the slides depicted prototype hardware that I’d never seen before. There was a prototype 5-1/4 inch disk drive unit which, according to the slide, was rumored to be a 320k drive. There was also a Colecovision joystick equipped with a spinner. We’ve known for some time that the operating system routines made provision for reading a spinner, but few of us had ever seen a joystick so equipped. They were out there at one time.

As part of his presentation, Rich provided many diagrams and circuit layouts that he has spent considerable time and effort on. The quality of most of this material, when it first appeared to the Adam community, was not very good. Thanks to Dr. D. we now have better versions.

Rich Drushel’s Powerpaint presentation can downloaded from

http://drushel.cwru.edu/adamcon17/rfd-ac17.ppt
There is one addition that Rich told me about in a recent e-mail. He’s also put up on his website a picture of a prototype 3-1/2 in disk drive. It never made it to manufacturer, but it did exist. Take a look at:

http://drushel.cwru.edu/adamcon17/coleco_325disk.jpg
Later in the morning, Dale Wick continued with video game development, providing us with an example to work on. “Warm Fuzzy Makes a Salad” was to be designed as a relay race where the players’ task was to build a salad from vegetables growing in a garden. Dale’s presentation is on his disk, and he certainly explains the detail much better than I can. Suffice it to say that over the years, Dale has provided those of us attending Adamcons  with a detailed set of instructions on how to develop a video game. In more recent years, he’s gone a step further, making the full presentation available on CD. There is also an opportunity for further reading.

Check out “The Art of Computer Game Design” by Chris Crawford. The entire book is available in .PDF format from:

www.vancouver.wsu.edu/fac/peabody/game-book/Coverpage.html
Well worth checking out. You’ll be able to read all about the concepts Dale spoke of, artificial smarts, game balancing, plastic asymmetry, and heuristics. The whole idea is to create a character that is interesting to play against and doesn’t look completely foolish.

In our  “Warm Fuzzy “ game, the tasks were:

Seek and ingredient

Travel to the ingredient

What to do when standing at an ingredient (ie. Put it in a basket)

What to do when standing at a basket

What to do in traveling to a basket

Decisions re when to switch from one mode to another, and what to do within modes

Do you remember what a “Finite State Machine “ is?  I’m going to have to visit Dale’s presentation to look it up.

Following Dale’s segment, Neil continued with his session on “Documenting Adam”. As mentioned previously, Neil’s entire presentation is on Dale’s disk. Through all of Neil’s session, I took numerous pictures of the screen with my cell phone. None of them were really readable. I could have saved myself the trouble.

Do you remember Dale Integrated? That was the company who had the maintenance contract for Adam here in  Canada. Haven’t thought about them in years. I remember that when my father bought an Adam for Jeff and I, he also bought one for himself. It didn’t work. He took it to Dale Integrated in Victoria (a 140 mile drive) and received a replacement without delay. 

Neil continued with his presentation after lunch, and we heard about layoffs at Coleco. By 1984/1985 they were starting to sell off all their Adam inventory. A sad tale indeed.

Following the conclusion of Neil’s session, we had our ANN meeting.  The minutes are a separate document.

The Balance of the afternoon was divided between Rich Drushel and Dale and Neil Wick wherein each finished their respective session. 

Then it was off to Krebs in Whitby for the banquet. It was also Jillian’s birthday, and we were joined by Dale and Neil’s mom and dad. A pleasure to meet them both. 

Here’s a piece of Adam trivia for you. Dale Wick is now the only person in the group to have attened all 17 Adam conventions. He was also the winner of this year’s “Much Maligned but Highly Coveted Mighty Mitchell Award”. In a moment, I’ll tell you how he did it, but first…..

Back to Krebs. As it turned out, Krebs is a restaurant that the Wick family has been going to for about 30 years. They’re well known there, and the staff and management certainly went out of their way to make us feel at home. The meal was excellent, the salad bar was great, and the atmosphere was first class. All in all, it was a most enjoyable occasion.

Prize awards were made afterward. Murray McCullough won this year’s Jean Stone afghan. I managed to come away with a brand new set of gardening tools, which I have since put to good use. There was another prize that somebody else won. Can one of you fill me in on the detail?

It was then back to the hotel for the traditional group picture and the handing of the banner. There were 4 entrants to the “Mighty Mitchell” award contest, each of whom produced a top ten list of  “things they’re missing out on because they don’t use their Adam as much any more.” One of those four (Dr. D. bless his heart) disqualified himself because he had already won a “Mighty Mitchell” award. That left Erin McLean, Dale Wick, and Bob Slopsema. I resisted the temptation to award the prize to Erin, despite the fact that she was by far the best looking of the three contestants. We ended up with a dead heat pretty much. The tie was broken by a game of “Rock, Paper, Scissors” which Dale had been talking about earlier in the afternoon. The rules for the game were neither balanced nor asymmetrical. We had one practice round, then a best two out of three.

Dale won. There are some who will dispute that until the end of time.

So next year, Dale can devise a contest for next year for somebody else to win the “Much Maligned but Highly Coveted Mighty Mitchell Award”. We will all be on hand to watch. 

Adamcon 18 will be held in Chicago, and will be hosted by Guy Bona. I hear that Guy is already hard at work setting things up. Keep an eye on Guy’s website for more detail.

http://www.geocities.com/bonag_3/AC18/Adamcon-18.htm
And the rest, as they say, is history. We still have useful things to talk about; we still learn from eachother, and we still have an immense amount of fun. We’ll keep doing that for as long as we’re able. See you next year in Chicago. 

