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Tony Clarke talks to Graham Cunningham about
Dragon Data’s future as the company prepares to
attack new markets at home and abroad.

WHEN YOU step into a faxi
outside Port Talbot railway
station, the drniver says: ''You
must want Dragon Dala,” A lof
of people want the Welsh
company at the moment, both
at home and in the US, as it
expands the range ol
machines |t offers,

By this time nexi year Dra-
gon Data plans to be market-
ing four microcomputers, moy-
ing up gradually to allack the
business market. The first
slep is the smalles! one. a
CPU swap for the Dragon 32
giving users 64K of RAM. Bu!
after that the steps get bigger
and bigger: the Dragon 64 will
be followed by a E400
machine and a £2.000 busi-
ness model next yaar

The guiding force behind
these moves is managing
director Tony Clarke — stand-
ing about 6 fool 4 inches tall
he expecls to be able 1o lake
them all in his stride
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A computer
enthusiast
as well as a
businessman
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Cne of the other siriking
things about Dragon Data's
managing director is that he is
an enthusiast as well as a
successiul businessman
While promoting the merits ol
the company's disk drive sys-
tem he extols in detail the
Western Digital controller chip
it uses. Similarly conversation
about the E£400 machine
moves into discussion of the
NEC 7220 GDC.

And this enthusiasm
spreads further than semicon-
ductors. Talking of the busi-
ness market. Tony describes
network configurations and
procedures o provide Ihe

automated office of the fuiure
This includes Mumps, a litile
known operating system
which began life, as its name
suggests, with medical ap-
plications but has moved into
the business market on such
machines as Digital Equip-

‘ment minis

Also covered are the virtues
of easy lo use sysltems such
as Apple's Lisa and Xerox's
Star incorporating mouse de-
vices, These are desklop con-
trollers which can be used to
move items displayed on a
scraen. Microsoll, whose Ex-
tended Colour Basic is used
on the Dragon 32, has recent-
ly introduced a mouse lor use
on its Mulli-Tool word proces-
sing system

And in the office oulside his
own sits a range of machines
which he will take apart and
examine. Elsewhere in (he
company various models —
including micros, minis and
computer-aided design Sys-
tems — are being pul through
their paces in practical ap-
plications

As far as the business goes,
Tony has a personal stake in
the success of Dragon Data.
The company began life as a
subsidiary of Metltoy in the
spring of 18982, In November a
consortium, including Tony,
was formed to purchase the
firm which moved o a new
factory in south Wales. Since
then Dragon Data has be-
come the largest privately
owned company in Wales,
and is set to grow even faster
as the new products are laun-
ched and new markels are
attacked

The summer launches—the
CPU swap and the disk dnve
system — immediately move
the Dragon 32 into new mar-
kets as they iniroduce the
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Tony Clarke — introducing 059 on the new Dragon Dalta disk drive syste, and

059 Unix-like operating sys-
tem from Amerncan software
house Microware

This is a multi-user, multi-
tasking system for small busi-
ness users which has a very
high reputation in the US — so
high that some observers
have suggested, tongue-in-
cheek, that it Is "too good™ lor
home computers such as the
Dragon. This hasn't prevented
other micro manufacturers,
such as Tandy and various
Japanese firms, choosing il
Another British company
Positron, uses il on iis
£1.000+ 9000 system

As a newer operaling sys-
tem it has less applications
software available for it than

maore established systems
such as CP'M. but a lot of
languages are already
around, including Basic, Pas-
cal and Cobol, C compilers
are also available which pro-
vide a high degree of software
portability across different lan-
guages

Microware says that “"0OS9
combines the same friendly
system inlerfaces found in Bell
Laboratories Unix operating
systemn with an efficient, mod-
ular design that |s eminently
practical for use with an adv-
anced 8-bit processor.” And it
adds. "'In the luture, therg will
be upward-compatible wver-
sions for the Motorola 68000
processor
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Microware software is
already being used by a wide
range of customers, including
Eastman Kodak, General
Electric, the National Aero-
nautics and Space Adminis-
tration (Nasa) and the United
States Mavy. This is the kind
ol company Dragon Data is
joining.

But not too many Dragon 32
users are expected to be in-

terested in the disk drive sys-

lem which costs under £300 at
entry level and about £500
with two dnives. Tony com-
mented: "We think about 10
per cent of Dragon 32 owners
will take the double drive op-
tion — more on the Conti-
nent
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Demand abroad for the Dra-
gon is strong and Tony says:
"It is fast bacoming the big-
gest selling home computer
on the Continent,” But he
added: ''lt is a diferant mar-
ket, with more home owners
using the machine at work.”
He puts this down to labour
costs being higher, so micros
are used at work to provide
infarmation at little extra cost

Consolidating
the new
operaling
system's launch
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The introduction of 0S9 will
be consolidated with the
taunch of the Dragon 64 in
September Tony is sure that
“there is a demand lor a small
business computer that is re-
latively cheap and thal the 64
will meet this demand He
expecls packages including
tlhe micro, a monitor and
drives to sell lor about £1,100.

The 64 will give 5| columns
by 25 lines on the screen and
will have an R5232 interface
The machine will involve a
retailing change for Dragon
Data — some 64s will be sold
through high street chains like
Boots, but more are expected
to be sold by dealers as off-
the-shell systems

An RS232 interface is also a
feature of the American Dra-
gons which will be launched
this summer, costing about
$399, in partnership with Tano
Corporation of New QOrleans
Tony admits: "We're not ex-
pecting to sell millions in the
US because there are a lot of
machinas al that price in the
market.

But interest is already high
He took the Dragon 32 1o an
Amencan computer show lasl
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Port Talbor's traditional employer, the steel mill, is struggling while Dragoen Data thrives

April and about 4,000 dealers
made enquiries. Only 400-500
dealers will be involved initial-
ly, but this will go up to 1.500
as production rises from a
starting figure of 2.000 a
week.

The marketing strategy in
the US aims to profit from the
pricing wars being fought
there by the main manufactur-
ers. Tony commented: “We
think dealers will be keen be-
cause they are losing their
profit margins.” He added that
he expects to lure Commaod-
ore, Atari and Texas In-
struments dealers.

Tano Corporation, which
has 100,000 square feet of
manufacturing space., was
chosen ahead of five other
companies. Its background is
in marine automation sys-
tems, including a lot of experi-
ence using the 6809 chip on
which the Dragon 32 is based.
And Tano already sells
another micro — an Apple
look-alike designed in Holland
and manufaciured in Korea.

Among all this activity, Dra-
gon 32 users are not being
forgotten. While plans 1o
launch a printer have been
shelved, a cassette recorder
guaranteed to work with the
Dragon is due out this sum-
mer,

Tony explained that “*a prin-
ter was not very likely at the
moment’ because good ones
were available and the falling
value of sterling was creating
financial problems when
buying from abroad

Dragon Data's other
machines will also be sold in
the US. The E£400 micro,
so far without a name, will be a
twin-6809 system stepping up
the company's attack on the
educational and business
markets. In addiion to 0S9,

the intention is that it will run
Flex, a longer eslablished
operating system which has
more applications software
available for it.

Al £400 the machine is also
aimed at the home user, offer-
ing improved Basic and high
quality graphics. And it will
break away from the Dragon
32 mould. looking different to
previous machines.

While Tony agrees thal
there is an overlap belween
the machines discussed so
far, he argues that each has
excellent facilities in terms of
value for money
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Aiming to achieve
a high level
of software

portability
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The appearance of next
years micro will again be
different. Retailing at under
£2,000, this will offer “a uni-
que bus struclure” giving a
high level of software portabil-
ity. Tony added that it will run
'"68000-based and BOB6-
based software either indi-
vidually or both together”

This avoids the problem suf-
fered by early 16-bit users
who found themselves short of
easily available software. A lot
ol the development work Is
already finished for this
machine, which Tony expecls
to sell more of in the US than
in the UK.

Dragon Data is expanding
its present lactory 1o cope with
these plans and negotiating
with the Welsh Development
Autharity for another sile
While Port Talbot's traditional
employer. the steel mill, is
struggling, the microcomputer
manufacturer down the road is
thriving. B
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