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GHOSTS OF CHRISTMAS PRESENTS PAST  
Or óA Christmas Syntax Errorô 

Itôs that time of year once more where hundreds of articles are written beginning 

óitôs that time of year once moreô. The tree is up, the lights are twinkling and, if 

your house is anything like mine, the carpet is festooned with bits of tinsel which 

refuse to be sucked up the vacuum cleaner. Yes, ótis Christmastime once more. In 

celebration, we decid ed to take a trip down Memory Lane (rather like Quality 

Street, but without quite as many orange crèmes) and see whether any gadgets 

or technology presents from Christmases past had stuck in the minds of the 

DBLogic team, and how they in part shaped their lives today. So, put on your 

rose - tinted spectacles, fill your thermos with lovely, warm essence of nostalgia 

and letôs take a trip back through the festive seasons of years gone by... 

DAVE BARRETT, MANAGI NG DIRECTOR.  

I believe that my love for technology  was inherited from my grandfather. He was 

the first in the street to have a TV (specially installed for the Queenôs coronation), 

and also owned a large Philips reel - to - reel tape recorder,  which he subsequently 

gave to me. To this day I still have the tape  of my Christening and first words, 

though alas with nothing to play it on.  

In thinking back on what to write itôs been quite surprising what 

comes to mind. For instance, I recall being at the local Odeon 

cinema (in those days a single -screen, óold-styleô picture house) 

to see the then -new James Bond film, Live and Let Die . IN the 

opening few scenes Roger Moore shows off his new LED watch, 

and from that moment I knew I had to have one. As a young 

teenager, it had nothing to do with what he used the magnet f or, 

of course!   

Around the same time, a friend at school appeared one day with the latest 

electronic kit that his father had built for him: a Sinclair Cambridge calculator. It 

seems very old -hat now, but at a time when log tables and slide rules were the 

norm, it was truly amazing.  

One single item stands out from all the 

rest: a 12ò Sony black and white portable 

television that was given to me as a 

combined Christmas and 12 th  birthday 

present in 1971. At last ï freedom to 

watch what I wanted, when I wanted . It 

saw me through school and university, was 

connected for several years to my first 

computer (a Spectrum 48K) and in later 

years was used as a set in the caravan.  In 

total it gave over 35 years service, needed 

only one repair and was still going strong 

when it was finally scrapped. Can the 

same be said of todayôs technology 

presents?  

 

SARA BARRETT, OFFICE  MANAGER.  

There are two presents that immediately spring to mind when looking back to my 

childhood. The first was so simple that it hardly deserves ment ioning: it was a 
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very small digital watch with an all -black screen and a little button on the side 

which, when pressed, immediately lit up the time in flashing red numerals. How 

many times I must have pressed that little button just to see the numbers flas h 

on and off!  

The real present that represented to me my first foray into technology must have 

been the tape - recording machine I received for Christmas in 1975 (I was 14, by 

the way). The picture below is almost identical, although mine was white and, I 

th ought, very trendy.  

 

Goodness knows why my parents bought this, but they couldnôt have done better. 

My best friend and I spent literally days during those Christmas holidays 

completely immersed in our own world constantly recording and re - recording our 

vo ices and then playing them back. I seem to remember the most exciting idea 

we came up with was to try to imitate some of our teachersô voices. This 

provoked howls of laughter and, of course, we also had to do the mannerisms. 

Nowadays I suppose we would hav e been trying to sing like our favourite X-

Factor  contestant. Strange to think, though, that I canôt ever remember using the 

machine to actually listen to music at all...  

Itôs sad to admit that I only got rid of the recorder about ten years ago. It was in 

pristine condition even down to the foam packaging and plastic bags for the 

microphone and power supply, as I always made sure that it was packed very 

carefully away in its original box after each and every use. Pity I didnôt keep some 

of the tapes we made !  

BRIAN ROBERTS, SUPPO RT MANAGER.  

When I was young, I suppose we had too much choice. Too many things were 

thrown at us as the price of electronic goods came down to such an extent that 

items that would have seemed extravagant a few years before were sudde nly the 

hobby you of every eight year old.  

One such gift was my metal detector. A bizarre present, often cited nowadays as 

the perfect thing to encourage a youngsterôs imagination, and it was definitely 

rather fun. I never found any of the hidden treasure caches you read about in the 

news. I did find the occasional power cable, penny and clasp, but thatôs about it. 

I would spend hours scouring our garden, listening to the changing tone, 

switching it from ferrous to non - ferrous settings (not that I really un derstood 

what that meant), feeling very important and not really paying attention to the 

fact that the straight line of metal I was slowly uncovering during my detailed 
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sweeping had at one end a manhole cover with the water company logo stamped 

on it.  

Ther e were other items, too:  

¶ The Meccano set, full of nuts and bolts and often not quite enough pieces 

to make the item you were painstakingly trying to put together from the 

manual (where, at the end, it would state that you may need to purchase 

additional ki ts to complete the model);  

¶ The electronics kit with all of the components laid out on a circuit board 

layout, with the connectors attached to little springs so you could hook 

them up using wires and form some kind of simple electronic gadget;  

¶ Zoids, mechan ical dinosaurs you had to build from scratch. They were built 

around a mechanised heart so the thing could walk and make menacing 

movements like opening its jaws, flapping its wings or randomly falling 

apart.  

But my all - time favourite? One day I came downs tairs to behold my first personal 

computer: the Atari 600 XL.  16K of RAM, a 1.79MHz processor, two in -built 

joystick ports and those little buttons on the side that did what we used it for the 

most: starting and stopping games. It was our update from the o ld Atari 2600 

games console, and even had a top cartridge slot which we used when we werenôt 

waiting for tape games to load. Those of a similar age will remember the noise, 

listening to the tones of the tape game as it loaded and praying not to hear the 

dr eaded crash sound, like muffled dominoes toppling over. The machine stood the 

test of time, too: it was only on the 1 st  January 1992 that the Atari Corporation 

finally dropped support of its 8 -bit computer line. Farewell, old friend.   

 

MARKUS EDLICH, SUPP ORT ENGINEER.  

Thinking back, the first really important piece of technology in my life was not 

really a present; it was a record player in my parentsô living room, and I took 

possession of it when I was four or five years old.  

True, there was also a new an d much -admired black and white TV set in the 

same room, but East German television offered just two excruciatingly boring 

stations to watch.  At the same time, the authorities together with our Russian 

friends did everything they could to jam and interrupt the programmes we 

actually liked.  

Consequently, this noisy, mostly greyish flicking box was no match for ómyô 

record player and about a dozen long -playing discs packed with my favourite 

stories and heroes. Nothing could beat the moment when, after a few se conds of 

careful balancing and positioning, the needle touched the vinyl surface with a 

gentle hiss and then the narrator started... I could recite entire chapters of 

Grimmsô or Andersenôs Fairy Tales long before I was able to read a word. Of 
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course, these  records remain a treasured possession, though unfortunately the 

player did not survive.  

Another ten years had to pass until technology products like tape recorders, 

calculators, digital watches or stereos gradually emerged in East German shops 

and househo lds at the beginning of the Eighties. As a rule of thumb, domestic 

goods lagged about five years behind their counterparts in the western world. 

There was one rare exception, however: cameras.  

Always fascinated by my Dadôs slide-show parties, I saved for y ears until I could 

afford the latest, most stylish camera model available to a fourteen year -old 

schoolboy.  A true TTL -Single Lens Reflex with built - in exposure meter and one of 

the fastest lenses ever built ï a dream come true. Of course, my Mum got a lit tle 

furious about how much money I had spent. Eventually, all the beautiful pictures 

won her over.  

My young life was stirred in 1986 by what at the time I considered the ultimate 

technological revolution. It materialised in the form of the most outwardly 

unimpressive silver -black box one can imagine. Attending a state - run boarding 

school, I had heard of names like Sinclair Spectrum or Atari ST faintly from 

beyond the Iron Curtain, and it was clear to anyone halfway informed that we 

could not have anything s imilar before another five years had passed. What a 

surprise, then, when we were called to school one late afternoon to unpack some 

grey carton boxes and to install fifteen brand new óKleincomputersô. 

 

We were blown away: 32KB of built - in memory (upgradea ble!), eight -colour 

graphics with 320x256 pixels, the newest version of CAOS (Cassette Aided 

Operating System), and with the whole thing based on a óMade in the GDRô U880 

processor (an inspired Z80 -clone; not to be confused with its contemporary the 

Intel 8080).  

All you had to do was switch it on, load the BASIC interpreter from tape or a 

piece of software called óRaumschiff (Spaceship) Enterpriseô and ï bliss! Purest 

computer heaven. We could not calculate electronic circuits or chemical analyses 

for schoo l projects, take our first steps in programming PASCAL or C and within 

weeks there was lots of software on offer, even a text processor called WordPro. 

Most of it was broadcast by FM radio stations as minute - long bleeping tone 

sequences to be recorded on t ape and then loaded into RAM. There were many 

days when it was hard to find your sleepy -eyed way into school at seven oôclock 

in the morning after pursuing some óenterprisingô research projects the night 

before. But, of course, it was all worth it, and rec alling these memories shows 

how much technology has influenced my life for decades.  
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DAVID GUNN, SOFTWARE  ENGINEER.  

It was coming up to Christmas 1981 and there was snow on the ground. On the 

way home from school we slide down Land Roverôs artificial hills on thick plastic 

bags. Donôt You Want Me by the Human League was at number one. The cool kids 

had Phil Oakey haircuts. I had a basin cut, fashioned by my father.  

This year I knew exactly what I wanted for Christmas: a Sinclair ZX81. The only 

place on the h igh street you could get them from was WH Smith, and they were 

about £70. A couple of weeks before Christmas, my father went and got one. We 

both knew we had to see whether it worked before hiding it away for the big day, 

so it was agreed that we would tes t it for one night.  

The ring -bound BASIC manual was something to behold, with the cover showing 

two spacecraft sitting on a massive irregular shaped block of metal and stone. We 

connected up a black and white portable television and switched on. A white 

screen appeared with a black óKô cursor at the bottom left. The keyboard 

consisted of a thin membrane of white rectangles, easily damaged by fingernails, 

with a statement and a character on each key. If the first key you pressed was a 

óPô, for instance, then the word óPRINTô would appear, like a Stone Age version of 

autocomplete. I typed in a program from the manual to show a dot going round a 

clock face. It was probably no more than twenty lines of simple code, but I 

remember it warned me to take the REM sta tements out if I did not have a 

memory expansion pack. One kilobyte of memory does not go very far. We 

connected my sisterôs mono tape recorder and managed to save and restore the 

program, then it had to go back into the box until Christmas morning.  

It was  January 1982. I knew exactly what I wanted for my birthday: a 16K RAM 

pack. This fit into the back of the computer using an edge connector socket. In 

fact, the only  thing holding it in place was the edge connector socket. Of course, 

this meant that you lo st your program when a robin landed too heavily on the 

bird table in next doorôs garden. Lots of foam and sticky tape were needed to 

reduce the risk.  

 

There were many books and magazines available with BASIC program listings f or 

the ZX81, lots of text -based simulations and very basic graphics programs, some 

even included machine code entered as strings of gobbledygook. These string 

values would be ópokedô directly into memory. One listing in the magazine 

Computer and Video Game s claimed to be amazing, and took me ages to enter. 

When it was finally run, the words óAPRIL FOOLô appeared to flash on the screen. 

My first Trojan, with the bonus of having to type it all in myself.  



 

 

THIS DOCUMENT HAS B EEN PREPARED BY DBLOGIC LIMITED. IT MAY BE FREELY DISTRIBUTED PROVIDED THAT THE CONTENTS 

ARE NOT ALTERED AND THE RIGHTS OF THE AUTHOR(S) REMAIN ACKNOWLEDGED.  

 

 

 6 

Some of the commercial programs were excellent consider ing they had only 16KB 

to play with. 3D Monster Maze by Malco lm  Evans was great fun, and caused many 

a RAM pack to become dislodged whilst trying to frantically escape a 

Tyrannosaurus Rex.  

The ZX81 was definitely not the best computer you could buy in 1981 . The Atari 

400 had been around for two years sporting co -processors for sound and 

graphics, with a screen resolution of up to 320x192 and 256 colours. The ZX81 

managed 64x44 black and white pixels, with no sound. The difference was that 

most parents would  not be willing to sell the family china to buy an Atari and 

dedicated tape recorder, not to mention its associations with playing games . The 

arrival of the ZX81 was the point at which nearly everyone could gain access to a 

computer, and many kids realised  that boring maths stuff such as algebra had 

practical and fun applications.  

SIMON SIBLEY, SOFTWA RE ENGINEER.  

One of the first technology presents I recall receiving was a Sega Megadrive 

system when I was eight. At the time, computers were relatively slow and 

cumbersome and the graphics were simple, often limited to just a few colours at 

a time with huge chunky pixels. Then along came the Megadrive with its launch 

game of Sonic the Hedgehog . In an era dominated by clunky graphics, Sonic was 

an amazing diffe rence. The first thing that struck me was that it looked so much 

more impressive than the other games at the time. But the real magic began 

once you started to actually play the game. It scrolled smoothly and it was fast ï 

blisteringly fast ï as Sonic dash ed across the levels. I was awestruck that a 

computer, which Iôd always seen as a tool for stuffy old businessmen to calculate 

their taxes and other such boring things that children didnôt care about, was able 

to create such a fun, great - looking game. I wa s hooked at that moment and have 

been ever since. One thought in particular that crossed my mind back then and 

has really stuck with me was: óThis is great, but I wish it did...ô I wanted to 

improve on what Iôd seen, and that meant learning how to use computers to not 

just do word processing, but also create things.  

 

I was in luck too, as my Dad owned a ZX Spectrum, and I begged him to let me 

use it as I knew you could write games on it. He begrudgingly obliged, no doubt 

wanting to play on it himself. Thou gh the Spectrum with its limited graphics (not 

to mention the all - too - familiar tape loading noises) was a far cry from the 16 -bit 

splendour of a Megadrive, I really enjoyed using it to make strange synthesised 
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noises and move vague shapes across the screen . They were simple things but 

Iôd made them myself, and I was proud of them. 

This led to one of my other most memorable technology gifts a few years later: 

my first home computer, complete with amazing software such as Microsoft 

Windows 3.1 and MS -DOS 5. T his is when my interest in computing, and 

programming, really took off, beginning with MS QuickBASIC and eventually, 

once Iôd pushed BASIC to the limits of what it could achieve on an old 486 50MHz 

processor, leading to where I am today: still programming,  still hooked on 

technology, and all because of one video game all those years ago.  

...AND MYSELF.  

It was on Christmas Day, 1989 that I received my first computer. Iôd been asking 

for one pretty much all year, probably using the old arguments about how use ful 

it would be for school and so on, and my parents eventually capitulated. In truth, 

they had known for some time that I had an interest in these strange electronic 

devices, as they were constantly being told so by my teachers in primary school.  

The firs t time I ever really remember a computer making an impact on me was 

when I was in the first year of juniors. I went to a small Church of England 

school, and there were only two computers in the entire building. Luckily for me, 

one of these was permanently stationed in my classroom. This may seem a tad 

unfair to the other classes, but this was only because we were in one of only two 

rooms on the first floor, the teacher in the other classroom didnôt see the need for 

such new - fangled technology (to be fair, a nything made after 1950 was ónew-

fangledô in her eyes, but thatôs a different story), and it was impossible to get the 

computer trolley down the stairs without the aid of a small crane.  

I believe the computer we had in our classroom was a Research Machines  

Nimbus, probably with an Intel 80186 processor, but Iôm really not sure. I didnôt 

particularly care at the time, as I loved it for one main reason: Caxton Press. In 

1988, this was described as a Desk -Top Publishing application, though nowadays 

it would ba rely qualify as a text editor. It allowed you to write documents and 

print them out, with one amazing additional feature: you could change the font of 

the heading and body text independently! There were twenty -six fonts altogether, 

one for each letter of t he alphabet, ranging from Arabic to Zebra. I remember 

many times pleading with the teacher to let me write something on the computer, 

mainly so that I could print it out with the different fonts... In fact, one of the 

proudest moments of my young life was when my teacher actually let me load 

the program in. I had to put the huge 5.25ò floppy disk in the drive myself and 

enter some arcane command to get it to load, but it was worth it when it did!  

Caxton Press has a lot to answer for: it meant that I could t ouch - type long before 

I could cope with joined -up writing; and it directly led to me desperately wanting 

a computer.  

I really didnôt know what to expect on Christmas morning 1989. I thought that 

Father Christmas would be bringing me a computer, but I reall y didnôt know 

which one he would get. I had seen Spectrums and the like, but didnôt particularly 

have any great knowledge  of what was out there. So it was with quite some 

considerable excitement that I unwrapped that yearôs big present to reveal a 

Commodor e 64. It came in a joint Hollywood/TV Quiz Show bundle which 

included games based on films such as Platoon, Rambo and The Great Escape 

(none of which I had seen), as well as TV classics like Blockbusters  and, erm, 

Paul Danielsô Every Second Counts (okay, s o it might be stretching the term a 

little to describe that as a óclassicô). 
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With my Dadôs help we got the C64 set up in my bedroom, connecting to the 

small Pye colour TV set I had there. We spent several hours playing the version of 

Bullseye that was also  included with the computer. There must have been a bit of 

a bug in the game, though, as it would often ask us what the plural of pizza was, 

and try as we might with every possible variant it would never say we were right.  

 

The C64 was getting on a bit wh en I had mine, having originally been released in 

1982. By modern standards it seems unbelievably underpowered, with a mere 

64 KB RAM and a 6510 processor that barely ran at 1MHz. None of that matt ered, 

though: I wasnôt bothered about the technical abilities of the box. At that age, I 

have to admit I didnôt really understand an awful lot about the mechanics behind 

it all. The C64 came with a manual packed with program listings you could type 

out, but none of that interested me. Oddly perhaps, for someone who  now works 

in software development, I never had a great interest in writing my own 

programs, and wouldnôt have for another ten or more years until I was at college 

and university.  

What I was interested in was writing stories, and the C64 fired my imaginati on. 

True, the games would take an age to load from cassette if they ever loaded at 

all, particularly if you hadnôt taken the care to re-align the heads in the C64ôs 

customer ódatasetteô tape player. Yes, the graphics were chunky and limited in 

colour. Okay , a lot of the games you could buy were poorly made or occasionally 

unplayable. At the time, though, it seemed magical.  

I must have spent hours playing games, particularly the Dizzy series made by 

Code Masters. Perhaps it was something about the paucity of  the graphics and 

the limited nature of the games themselves, coupled with my fertile imagination 

that led me to think there was more to the games than there actually was. I must 

have spent months and months writing stories based on the games I played, and  

I developed a deep love of writing, gaming and computers as a result.  

I eventually upgraded to an Amiga in 1994, and then to a Windows PC in 1996. 

Since then Iôve been through many iterations of PC, with numerous consoles in 

between, but none has had the same impact upon my life or my imagination as 
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that humble 8 -bit, off - cream -coloured Commodore had back in 1989. Iôve still got 

it somewhere, though itôs not been powered up in over a decade now. It seems 

odd to say for something thatôs merely a collection of plastic, microchips and 

circuits, but the memories it gave me will last a lifetime. Thanks, Mum and Dad, 

for the best Christmas present the eight -year -old me could have had!  

SHOULD OLD ACQUAINTANTS  BE FORGOT...  

I hope youôve enjoyed reading through a few of our recollections of Christmas 

presents from days gone by, and maybe itôs sparked a few memories of your 

own. What has struck me in compiling this article is how much significance a 

particular gift can have on a life ï perhaps we should bear that in m ind the next 

time we buy somebody something!  

On behalf of myself and everybody else here at DBLogic, I wish you a very happy 

Christmas and a prosperous 2010.  

  


