Initial software developments to run Micral S
(by Jean-Marie Ackermann)
Graduated from the university, my end of studies memory was based on the software development of an OS to run NCR minicomputers. It was for me the occasion to become familiar with the system's concepts used into minicomputers (memory & disk management, multitasking, etc.). Graduated with an IT master in 72, after one year spent at the army, I was introduced to Michel Joubert who had followed the same universitary cursus. Working at the Company of Ordoprocessors, we were both developping communication protocols for remote tasks terminals.
Michel Joubert entered R2E in March 75.1 joined the company too in September same year. We both worked in the software team, initially recruited to develop a Micral operating system and all the s/w tools to debug and communicate with the computer. We were definitely convinced that the microcomputer could easily compete with the minicomputer on its market, our target being to spread out, enlarge and vulgarize the use of a very simple machine, oriented to developpers and users of any business sectors. Micral S, generation 2, based on Intel 8080 microprocessor, was developped next step of generation 1, being Micral N based on Intel 8008 microchip.
At the beginning of the 1975's, a few Micral S development tools were available such as ASMIC assembler and MOMIC monitor, concurrently application run-time and development tools, both written by Maurice Benchetrit. Michel Joubert then started developping a third generation language, le BAL (Basic Algorithmic Language), very close to the BASIC. Available at end 1975, le BAL was an interpreter producing an interim very compact code, compatible with the size of the available memory (8K). In the 1976's, Michel Joubert added to the BAL's offer an indexed sequential access file system management. The microcomputer was born.
At that time, I focused my efforts on the development of a specific kernel to both work with Micral S monoprocessor family and Micral M multiprocessors family. This kernel was perfectly adapted to run BAL and other applications. First release (avail, in 76) included multi-tasking/multi-users features allowing to simultaneously run several applications and federate system resources. The main difficulty being the s/w code optimisation, to retain the essential features into the reduced size memory and maintaining sufficient space for the applications. The s/w code being such compressed also helped to optimize the CPU resource, the chip being very low speed at that time (2Mhz ! ! !). The kernel I/O were limited to peripherals drivers. To save space in the memory and avoid creating a file management system on disk, the programs were simply identified by a figure quote instead of a file name. Although this s/w version to be bundled and sold with the unit, we were considering this latest version as uncompleted and simply called it « PROTOCOL ».
End of 1976, the second release of the software was much more accurate. It was including a better disk manager and was enriched with innovative tools to once again optimise the memory allocation. Taking benefit of new available hard disks, we developed « overlays » functions, mainly used into ERP oriented software, more & more used, needing very large memory size space. The s/w code being reallocatable, the system itself determined the best use to do with the memory to run the application. Much more powerful than the previous one, this release was named MTZ, the « Z » being taken from the Zilog Z80, born the same year and used within the Micral's.
R2E ever addressed a professionnal environment. MICRAL, initially developped and used until the 75's into industrial loggers, has, in less than one year, switched to business applications, this swap having been possible thanks to the availability of development tools run-time managers easy to access from application developpers. Using these available h/w & s/w tools, these developpers could easily apply their minicomputer background and knowledges to the microcomputer world and make available solutions at much lower costs.
