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Retro-Psion
Will Green takes at look at all that's retro in
the Psion world in the first of a regular fea-

The technology behind
the Organiser II is a
classic example of the

application of state-of-the-art
microelectronics, resulting in a
compact machine that is 'high-
powered' yet low on power
consumption. I believe that
'hand computers' will become
as common-place as telephones
or calculators within a few
years. Organiser II is possibly
the first of such machines to
provide real utility, versatility
and breadth, the first practical
computer to fit the pocket -
metaphorically as well as
physically.'

David E. Potter MA (Cantab.)
PhD (Lond.)
Chairman, Psion Ltd.
October 1986.
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'I told you so.'

David E. Potter MA (Cantab.)
PhD (Lond.)
Chairman, Psion Ltd.
November 2003.

Actually the second quote isn't 100%
authentic, but it might as well be.

The "Hand Computer", or as now it's
called PDA, has become as common
place as the telephone or calculator. Its
interesting to note that both the tele-
phone and calculator have been to some
degree absorbed by the PDA.

The technological focus of a PDA has
shifted over the years. The original
devices were very much hand held com-
puters. These computers did run data-
base, calculator and diary software, but
were fundamentally still computers.

The nineties saw the re-branding of these
hand held computers with the distancing
of the computer part and the software
part. These computers became 'Digital
Organisers', with the diary and contact
management features selling the devices
as replacements for Filo-faxes and paper
Organisers.

PDA is probably the wrong term for
what these devices have now become.
Their fundamental use is no longer as an
assistant managing your diary and
address book, digital or otherwise, but
more as a communication device for
email, SMS, Voice & Video.

Computing over the coming  years will
see the next stage, that of sharing pro-
cessing power. Thanks to wireless high-
bandwidth communication your hand
computer will become more powerful
than the worlds most powerful comput-
er!

I’m not too sure what any of this will
mean to us, but I have no doubt that the
‘hand computer’ will be at the very heart
of this revolution.

OK. That's the future, now more about
the past.
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Retro-Computing
Retro-Computing is the love of old com-
puters I suppose, in its simplest defini-
tion.

It can be many different things to differ-
ent people. Like an old car, the driver
can push the machine to its limits. The
driver can also obtain an exact knowl-
edge of the vehicle and be able to virtu-
ally take it bits and reassemble it. With a
modern car those limits are almost
unachievable, unless you fancy doing a
160mph down the motorway! The com-
plexity of the car construction is also
impossible to fathom.

This old car analogy can very easily be
applied to an old computer. Other attrac-

tions of Retro-Computing include an
appreciation of the design of the

time, and limits of the tech-
nology at the time.

The day to day
using of

such a computer can also highlight
design strengths, lessons that can be
learned and applied to today's designs.

The Good Old Days!
Of course one of the most appealing
aspects of
Retro-
Computing is
that of nostal-
gia. The Psion
Organiser II
was launched
in 1986, bang
in the middle
of YUPPIE
splendour.

The Org II
manual is full of things like how to

enter details of your Champagne
importer, how to reserve a
place in your busy YUPPIE

agenda for Tennis & Squash,
and remember your meet-

ing with BJ!

Marvellous
The marvellous
thing about Retro-

Psion is that it is
totally realistic to use a

Organiser II as your day to day
pocket organiser. OK, you can’t receive
emails or browse the web on one, but for
most people that isn’t really a problem.

Organiser One
You may be wondering why in reference
to Retro-Psion computing I keep on
about the Organiser II. ‘What about the
Organiser One or Series 3 Classic’ you
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may ask. Well the Organiser One is so
very scarce that although for Psion fanat-
ics an article covering the models fea-
tures would be of interest, it is not prac-
tical to include details of it in this regu-
lar feature.

As for the Series 3 classic, I don’t con-
sider this model as true retro-computing.
The ‘classic’ is a wonderful little com-
puter and will have plenty of coverage in
‘SIBO World’.

Models
So Retro Psion is very much for the
Organiser II.
The title Organiser II covers several
computing models;

Model CM.
2 line display,

8k memory.

Model XP.
2 line display,
16k memory.

Model LA (rare).
2 line display,
32k memory.

Model LZ.
4 line display,
32k memory.

Model LZ64.
4 line display,
64k memory.

The Organiser II comes with a couple of
expansion slots (see picture later in this
article). The expansion media is either
DATAPAKs or RAMPAKs.

DATAPAKs contain a EPROM (Erasable
Programmable Read-Only Memory)
chip. Once this memory pack is full you
need a DATAPAK ERASER (exposed to
ultra-violet light via little glass window)
to format it.

RAMPAKs can be formatted by the
Organiser, but have a limited life span
being battery powered.

A third version of this expansion media
labeled FLASH-
PAKS were used
mainly for soft-
ware distribution.

Leaflet
The original
1989 Psion prod-
uct description
leaflet gives you
some idea of
available soft-
ware and hard-
ware.

There is also
dozens of thirds
party software
available for the
Organiser II
series of comput-
ers.
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Getting Started
If your interested in getting into retro-
computing the first port of call has to be;
http://members.surfeu.at/org2/org2.htm
This excellent web site is run by Boris
Cornet and I’minterviewing Boris for
Retro Psion in Issue Two.

The next move of course is to get hold
of an Organiser II. Ebay always has a
good selection, and try and go for a
LZ64 if you can. Although being retro it
doesn’t really matter what model as retro
is by definition not about ‘keeping up
with the Jones’s’!

One or
two

Datapaks or Rampaks are also useful.

Although quality doesn’t come cheap,
expect to pay between 70 to 150 pounds.

Comms Link
Now, Comms Link is very useful.
Basically Comms Link is a cable that
connects your Org II to a PC, using orig-
inally a Psion DOS program called
CL.EXE.

CL.EXE being DOS based means it
doesn’t run on Windows XP. This could
of been a real problem getting new soft-
ware from Internet on to your OrgII.

However Boris Cornet has released
Psi2Win. A GUI version of CL.EXE
that runs happily on XP plus offers long

filenames and UNC paths.
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Psi2Win in action!
You can get hold of a copy from 

http://members.surfeu.at/bgc/psi2win.htm

Look out for a full ëhow toí guide in the next issue of
Retro Psion.
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Books
Once you’ve got hold of your Org II
the next stage is to learn how to use
it!

If your Organiser comes with the
original user manual then all the bet-
ter, but if not a copy of the manual
can also be downloaded from Boris’s
website.

Other books that could be useful at
different stages of Retro develop-
ment are;

StarterStarter
Using & Programming the

Organiser  II by Mike Shaw.

IntermediateIntermediate
File-Handling and other programs
for the Psion Organiser II also by

Mike Shaw.

Advanced.Advanced.
Machine Code Programming on

the Psion Organiser by Bill Aitken

All of these books are now out of
print but do comup regularly on
eBay.

Of course the other resource for
Retro Psion skills is this column!

Look out for for the regular tutorials
over the next issues.


