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INTRODUCTION

If you have recently bought an Atari® computer, you may have
been surprised when you opened the box. The machine was there all
right, but what about the instruction book? All you could find was a
thin Owner’s Guide and an Atari BASIC Reference Guide, forbiddingly
marked ‘“‘for experienced programmers only.”

I’m sorry to have to say it, but that’s all there is. Atari freely
admits that it does not try to teach more than the essentials of setting
up the machines. “If you want more information,” they say, ‘“‘you
should buy a book.”

Your Atari computer is a wonderful machine: it works well and can
grow with your needs. I have written this book to be your guide, to
help you learn quickly what you need to know about your computer.

In the course of this book, you will set up your computer and begin
to use it. You will find out where you can buy programs that will let
you start using your computer right away. Then you will learn how to
write your own programs, and how to store them on a program
recorder or disk drive.

What do you need to know beforehand? Nothing. This is a practical
guide which assumes you have never used a computer before. You can
start from the very beginning, and move slowly enough to master the
concepts without needing to cope with computer jargon.

If you know a little already, you can still use this book. You may
want to skim through sections that you already understand, then read
more carefully once you get to the sections you still need to cover.

I have tried to make this book both serious and enjoyable. I have
assumed that you are truly interested in learning about your Atari
computer, and that you want a clear, no-nonsense introduction. At
the same time, I have concentrated on the most attractive, entertain-
ing features of your Atari.
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The chapters are grouped into three sections. This will help you
organize your explorations into three fundamental phases: Getting
Acquainted, Programming, and Storage.

The first section, Getting Acquainted, will help you learn the fun-
damentals of your machine. Before you can do anything else, you
must learn how the computer works and how to type simple com-
mands. By playing around with the machine, you will become
comfortable using it.

Section Two moves into programming. You can combine simple
commands into a larger plan in order to perform more complex tasks.
As you learn the concepts of computer programming, you will also be
learning BASIC, the primary language used by Atari computers and
one of the computer languages most commonly used today.

Section Three addresses a subject treated only briefly earlier: how
to store your programs permanently on tapes or diskettes. Chapter 9
describes how to use the Atari Program Recorder with cassette tapes.
Chapter 10 shows how to use a disk drive for faster, more reliable
storage. At some points in this book, you may want to glance ahead
to these chapters, if you want to use commercial programs or store
your own programs for future reference.

To use this book most effectively, you will need to have access to an
Atari computer. For most of the book, you should have your com-
puter sitting in front of you, so that you can try out the examples as
you read.

It doesn’t matter which Atari computer you have. This book is
written specifically for the new Atari 800XL™, but its descriptions
will work for any Atari model. If you have an Atari 600XL, you have
exactly the same machine as the 800XL, except for a somewhat
smaller memory. Everything said in this book will also apply to the
600XL, and all of the programs will work on it. Any differences
between the two machines will be noted in the text.

If you have one of the older Ataris (the discontinued 400™, 800™™,
or 1200XL™ models), you will need Atari’s BASIC Computing Lan-
guage cartridge to use this book. If you plug this cartridge in, your
computer will behave just like an Atari 600XL or 800XL, and you
can run any program just as if you had one of the new machines.
There may, however, be a few differences in the details about the key-
board and graphics. Read pages 6-8 of Chapter 1 if you are thinking
of using this book with a model other than the 600XL or 800XL.
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Computers may seem mysterious while you are an outsider, but
after your first steps, you will be able to continue on your own. This
book merely aims to make those first steps a little easier.
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P’| CHAPTER ONE
Meet the

Atari Computers

You have recently bought an Atari computer, and are anxious to
start using it. You are curious to find out what your machine can do,
and how you can control it.

This chapter is an overview. It gives some tips that will help you
become comfortable with your Atari, and detailed instructions on how
to set it up. By the end of the chapter, you will be ready to use your
computer.

FEAR

Before you begin your journey, you’ll need to overcome your fears.
If this is your first time on a computer, you are probably a little intimi-
dated by it. You don’t have to be: a computer is a machine, nothing
more. Like a television set or a dishwasher, a computer can help you if
you learn how to use it, and it won’t bite you if you make a mistake.

You don’t need to be afraid that you might wreck your computer
by pressing the wrong key. Your computer is an electronic device that
deserves the same care you give to a radio or a pocket calculator, but
you don’t have to be timid with it. There is little you can do in nor-
mal use that will harm it. At the very worst, you might lose the words
and numbers you have just typed, but you won’t hurt the machine.

Your Atari gives you a kind of panic button. This is the RESET
key, located along the right side of the keyboard. If you ever get lost
or don’t know what’s happening, you can always press this key. The
computer will go back to the way it was when you turned it on, ready
to start again. And if that doesn’t do the trick, you can always turn
the power off and back on.
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If you have some lingering fears, play a game. There is no better
way to become comfortable with a computer than to have fun with it.
In Chapter 2 of this book, you will find out how to buy some of the
best Atari games, but for now, you might want to start with the most
famous: Pac-Man. Atari’s home version of this game is truly
excellent—a sure-fire cure for computer fear.

WHAT IS A COMPUTER?

How does a computer work? You don’t need to know. You can
think of it as a closed box that takes in information, churns it around,
and spits out the results. Along the way, it must do many complex
operations, but that’s not something you need to concern yourself
with. Just think about what goes in and what comes out.

You talk to the computer through its keyboard. Atari computers have a
full set of typewriter keys that let you type letters, numbers, and special
symbols. You will use these keys for all your contact with the computer.

To talk back, the computer has an electronic circuit that can display
words and pictures on your television screen. So, as you type letters
on the keyboard, your computer shows them on the screen. Then, if
it needs to give an answer, it displays that as well. With graphics, you
can also have the computer draw pictures on the screen.

The computer has a memory, so that you can store information for
future reference. You can use this memory to save the lines of a pro-
gram, the numbers you will use in a future calculation, or the words
of a text you are writing.

How much you can store at any one time depends on the size of
your computer’s memory, which is measured in bytes. A byte is
roughly the space needed to store a single letter or a three-digit num-
ber. You will often see memory listed with letter K, which means
roughly a thousand bytes (1024 to be exact). One K would hold about
one third of this page.

For the purposes of this book, you won’t need to worry about the
size of your computer’s memory. The Atari 800XL has 64K bytes of
memory built in—more than enough for anything in this book. Some
of the older Ataris have less memory, but all have enough to run simple
programs. If you need more memory for one of these older machines,
you can buy a memory expansion.

One other thing about your computer’s memory: everything you
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store in it is erased when you turn the power off. To store information
permanently, you must attach a program recorder or a disk drive.

WHAT CAN IT DO?

Your Atari computer can perform complex calculations quickly and
easily, display bar graphs, and paint colorful pictures on your televi-
sion screen. With a word-processing program, it can let you revise a
letter without retyping it. And of course, it can play games.

The computer’s great strength is its flexibility. It can do numerical
calculations if you wish, or limit itself to letters and words. It can
react to the keyboard and arrange the screen display in any way you
wish. With its memory, it can store and arrange information in a vari-
ety of useful ways.

You control your computer with a program, a detailed list of instruc-
tions that it follows like a recipe, step-by-step, to perform its task. The
program can be as simple or as complicated as you like, and can ask
the computer to make decisions as it works. Programs are often called
software.

A good way to start is to buy programs that other people have writ-
ten. When you use commercial software, you don’t need to know how
it works. You just give general instructions and answer a few ques-
tions, then let the program take care of the details. Chapter 2 of this
book is an introduction to some of the software that is commercially
available. Games are very popular, and the Atari computers have by
far the best selection of entertainment software of any home computer.
You can, however, also buy programs for many other purposes, such
as education and home management. Word processing has become
increasingly popular among those who want the convenience of an
electronic typewriter.

At some point, however, you may want to write your own pro-
grams, to gain direct control over your computer. Commercial
programs are expensive and sometimes inconvenient. If you plan to
use your computer to its full potential, you will want direct control.
In the later chapters of this book, you will learn how to write your
own programs. This will let you tell your computer exactly what you
want it to do. At the same time, it will let you explore many of the
computer’s deeper capabilities, so that you will be the master of
your machine.

5
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THE ATARI COMPUTERS

Atari has sold many different computers since it entered the busi-
ness. To avoid confusion, I'd like to explain their history and their
minor differences.

Atari began its home computer division with two models, num-
bered 400 and 800. The 400 was an inexpensive machine with a lim-
ited memory and a flat plastic keyboard, designed mostly for simple
video games. The more expensive Atari 800 offered a larger memory
and a full typewriter-style keyboard, so that it could be used for seri-
ous computing. Apart from the keyboard and larger memory, how-
ever, the 400 and 800 were essentially the same machine. Both sold
well for several years.

In the middle of 1983, Atari redesigned its line into the new XL series.
They planned to replace the 400 and 800 with new machines that
would add a few new features to the old. The new machines would
have extra memory, additional graphics modes, and sharp-looking
black-and-white cases. Yet, they would remain compatible with existing
Atari software, so that they could run any of the programs already
available for the old machines. '

The first of these new computers was the Atari 1200XL, which was
to replace the Atari 800. This machine unfortunately got a cool recep-
tion, because of design flaws and compatibility problems. After a few
months on the market, Atari withdrew the 1200XL and introduced
two other models, the 600XL and 800XL..

These machines were exact replacements for the original 400 and 800.
The 600XL was a low-priced computer with 16K of memory, quite
enough for games and simple programming. The 800XL offered a full
64K of memory, so that it could run more complex programs. Both had
typewriter-style keyboards—a big advantage for word processing and
other business work. The 800XL. was more successful than the 600XL,
and it has now become the center of the Atari line.

Are you confused by these different models? Don’t worry. All of
these computers are mere variations on the same basic machine. The
older models lack a few features, and require that you plug in a sepa-
rate BASIC language cartridge. Some of the new XL computers have
extra features built in, but they remain functionally identical on most
points. All of the computers run these same software. Figure 1.1 is a
comparison chart of the different models.
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This book is directed primarily at the Atari 800XL, shown in Fig-
ure 1.2. If you have one of the other computers, however, you can
still use this book without any trouble. All of the programs work on
the older computers, and the physical descriptions vary only in minor
details. Any significant differences between the 800XL and the older
models are explained in the text.

If you have an Atari 600XL you can read this book as if it were
written for your machine. The only real difference between the
600XL and the 800XL is the size of its memory. Since all of the pro-
grams in this book are short, you won’t need any more memory than
what you already have. If you want, you can add a memory-
expansion module to your 600XL, making it effectively an 800XL.

If you have one of the Atari 400, 800, or 1200XL models that were
sold before the end of 1983, you can still use this book, but you will
have to be more careful. To begin with, the physical design of the
machine is different from the new models, and some of the keys have
been changed. As you read about the keyboard in Chapter 3, you will
need to adjust some of the details to fit your machine.

Another difference involves graphics. While the basic graphic-
display systems are the same in both the old and new Ataris, the XL
versions have several additional graphics modes. Some of these are

FEATURES 800XL 400 600XL 800 1200XL
Memory size 64K 16K 16K 48K 64K
Typewriter-style
~ keyboard ° * ° . L4
XL-style design 4 o o
Programmable , ,
function keys L
Built-in BASIC e ®
Monitor
connection . L L4
Graphics modes 11 6-9 - £6-9 11
Text modes 5 3 5 3 5
*flat keyboard 0

Figure 1.1: The features of the Atari computers.

7
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discussed in Chapter 8. If you have one of the older machines, you
will not be able to use these advanced graphics features, but you will
have no problems with the rest of this book.

Unlike the new models, the discontinued Atari 400, 800, and
1200XL do not have the BASIC programming language built in. If
you want to do anything more than run commercial software, you
will have to buy Atari’s BASIC computing Language cartridge. 7o use
this book with one of the older computers, you must have this BASIC cartridge
plugged in. Figure 1.3 lists the Atari computers and describes what
allowances, if any, you will need to make as you read on.

SETTING UP YOUR COMPUTER

The only thing you’ll need that does not come with your computer
is a television set. You can use any normal television, but you will get
the best results from newer models. Televisions more than ten years
old may give a jittery screen image.

A color television is strongly recommended. The Atari computers
have a spectacular color graphics system that can display 256 different
shades. Many of the programs in this book take advantage of these
displays. While you can run them on a black-and-white television,
you will be missing a lot.

If you are selecting a television to use with your computer, you

"ATARI BOOXL

Figure 1.2: This book is written about the Atari 800XL, but it can be used with
any Atari computer.
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Atari 600XL

This book was written specifically for this
machine. No special adjustments are necessary.

Atari 800XL

This machine is essentially an Atari 600XL with
extra memory. You can use this book as if you
had a 600XL.

Atari 1400XL
(projected)

If it becomes available, this machine will be
the same as the Atari 800XL, except that it will
have a larger keyboard and some added fea-
tures. You can use this book, but it will not
describe the built-in telephone modem or the
speech synthesizer.

Atari 1450XLD
(projected)

Like the 1400XL, this model is still in the plan-
ning stage. When it appears, it will have all of
the same features as the 1400XL, plus a disk

drive. For the basic computer, however, you can

still use this book.

Atari 400
(discontinued)

This older machine has the same internal opera-
tion as the Atari 600XL. Its flat keyboard makes it
harder to use than the other Atari computers.
The physical descriptions in Chapter 3, and the
advanced graphics in Chapter 8 will be some-
what different. YOU MUST HAVE AN ATARI
BASIC CARTRIDGE.

Atari 800
(discontinued)

This older machine has the same internal opera-

tion as the Atari 800XL. The physical descrip-

tions in Chapter 3, and the advanced graphics in
Chapter 8 will be somewhat different. YOU
MUST HAVE AN ATARI BASIC CARTRIDGE.

Atari 1200XL
(discontinued)

This discontinued machine looks the same as
the Atari 1400XL, but does not have the tele-

phone modem, speech synthesizer, or built-in

BASIC. To use it, YOU MUST HAVE AN ATARI
BASIC CARTRIDGE. In all other respects, it
resembles the machines described in this book.

Figure 1.3: How to use this book with any Atari computer.

9
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