MODEL B/B+

Challenger

Tony Self

Opus have laid down the
gauntiet — who will take
up the Challenge?

Itis not often that I have the oppor-
tunity to review a product that is
unique in its field. The Challenger
must surely be in this class and
should take the market by storm. If
I said the Challenger was a disc
drive package, you might be for-
given for saying “So what!”. Disc
drives are hardly news these days,
especially when you can pick one
up for under £100. Well the Chal-
lenger is a lot more than just
another disc drive.

Opus Supplies have adopted an
Amstrad philosophy (sorry Alan)
over the last eighteen months and
have started producing “all in one”
packages. They did it first for the
Spectrum last year when they
!ﬁl\.lnched their Discov u(;\it.

are now repeating the idea
foret¥1e Beeb. ® s

So what is the Challenger, or to
give it its full title the “Challenger 3
in 1”. The basic unit consists of an
eighty track double sided 5.25”
disc drive, a double density disc
interface based on the well proven
OPUS DDOS (see my reviews in
A&B Dec 84, May 85 and Jul 85)
and a 256k RAM disc, with the
option of expanding this to 512k.

| of these items are housed in a
single unitwhich plugs straight into
the IMHz bus and takes its power
from the Beeb’s own power sup-
ply. The only item which has to be
installed inside the Beeb is the
Challenger ROM, which contains
the modified version of DDOS.
O?us' major selling tactic is the
“plug in and go” philosophy, how-
ever there are far more advantages
than just that.

THE
HARDWARE

The unit arrived through the post
reasonable well packaged. But [
must admit, Iwas somewhat horri-
fied to find the Challenger ROM
floating around loose inside the
box, not even secured in a foam
pad. [ hope this only arose because

Opus were doing their best to get
the unit to me as early as possible. |
hope the production units will be
securely packed. (They are, we just
recieved one — Ed.)

The Challenger comes in a
metal case in BBC biege. The unit
is some 3} x 6” x 104" in size,
basically a standard dual disc drive
case. A single drive is housed in the
top of the unit with a blanking plate
below sporting the Challenger
logo. Behind this plate is situated
the single PCB which holds the cir-
cuitry for the disc interface and the
RAM disc. As [ mentioned earlier,
the Challenger is simple to install.
The 34 way ribbon cable is
inserted into the 1MHz bus socket
(not the disc drive socket, which it
will also fit) and the power lead
into the Beeb's power outlet. The
Challenger ROM is installed inside
the Beeb in a vacant ROM socket.
Additionally, if no disc interface
has been installed, the supplied
header plug is inserted in IC78 to
short out a couple of pins. It is of
course possible to have an ordi-
nary disc interface installed as well
with separate drives attached.
However it is not possible to use
both systems simultaneously.

The disc interface is capable of
supporting a further two drives
(which can each be double sided)
although at present the Challenger
ROM will only support 2 drives
plus 2 RAM discs of 256k each.
The additional drive is attached to
the system by opening lgn the case
and attaching the disc drive cable
to the socket on the Challenger’s
PCB. This could cause annoyance
to potential buyers who already
have a single disc drive and wish to
attach their drive to the Challenger
unit and also be able to use it on

their existin% DFS. An exterior
socket would have been prefer-
able.

Also inside the case is an exten-
sion socket for the 1MHz bus, so
that other peripherals can be att-
ached. It is again disappointing to
find that this has not been situated
on the rear panel. The use of the

1MHz bus could cause problems
in its own right. Although Acorn
state in their specification that it is
possible to daisy-chain up to six-
teen devices off this port, this is not
always the case. This is mainly due
to the fact that most 1MHz peri-
ﬁ)_herals are designed in isolation.

o achieve compatibility manufac-
turers of 1MHz peripherals should
comply with the Acorn standards
and use the allocated addresses in
JIMand FRED. Opus have told me
that they have complied with these
standards. However when I tried to
connect the Music 500 System,
marketed by Acorn, the Beeb
crashed on trying to load a file
from within Ample (Music 500’s
programming language). So who
is not following the rules? Having
advised Opus of this problem, they
are now urgently investigating the
situation. This does however high-
light an inherent problem of
utilising the 1MHz bus for disc
drives. Whilst you might not need
Music 500, an E%rom program-
mer or any other peripheral
connected to the Beeb all of the
time, you will almost certainly want
the disc drives functional when you
are using them. If you are contem-
plating buying one of these units
and do use other 1Mhz peripher-
als, make sure that you see them
working together before you buy.

THE FIRMWARE

The Challenger ROM is a modified
version of OPUS DDOS, which I

have previously reviewed, so  shall
not (fuell on the details, but just
highlight the changes and exten-
sions. In fact | have already
received one update to the original
ROM as it did lack some important
facilities in respect of the RAM
disc. Unfortunately both of these
ROMs are version 1.00, but it is
easy to tell the difference as the
upgrade is the only one which dis-
p ?}s the version number.
ig.1 shows a list of the com-
mands available. A comparison
with the original DDOS list shows
only two additions and a number
of omissions. The main reason for
this has been a rationalisation of
the commands to conserve space
and squeeze all the code into 16k.
However you do not lose any of
the original facilities. For instance
commands such as “DENSITY ,
*4080 and *SROM are now all
included as further extensions to
the ‘OPT command. Also
included here is an option to alter
the step rate, similar to the
‘FX255 command, but not
requiring the break key to be
Ejressed before taking effect.
nfortunately pressing Break will
cancel this option, unlike ‘FX255
*XCAT which was used to dis-
playall thevolume catalogues on a
double density disc in one go has
been superseded by allowing a
wildcard character with the '(,SAT
command. So "CAT,,1° will dis-
play all the catalogues on drive 1.
*MCOPY , which was the mass
copy routine to allow backing up
between different density discs,

TABLE 1 - Benchmark timings
Opus Challenger version 1.00
Benchmark Single  Double  FRam disc

! 330 2,63 0.18
C2 11 2.2 0,17

3 1,84 1,87 0,49

4 6,08 5.87 3.3

5 5,94 5,53 2,33

] .21 B.8% 4,14

7 8.81 .23 2,86

B 3.26 ML 1,35

9 510 2,86 1,09
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