uav1606: Let's get to know each other a little better. Tell us a bit about yourself: what's your name, how old are you, where were you born, your education, and so on. Any information you're willing to share with our readers.

Michal: My name is Michal Nečásek, born in 1975. I grew up in Czechoslovakia, later Czech Republic. That’s where I did all my education, up to and including university.
What was the first computer you encountered? What model was it, and so on. (Or perhaps it was a calculator?) And a related question – how did you learn to program and on which programming language?
I’m not sure what the first computer was. In the 1980s, friends and relatives started getting home computers, mainly Sinclair ZX Spectrum, Atari 800, or Commodore 64.
My parents worked at an engineering research institute and for the era, the institute was highly computerized. There were mainframe terminals that I couldn’t touch, but there were also small “personal computers” like a Hewlett Packard HP-85 or Commodore 64 SX that I could play with.
Around 1988 I got my own computer, a Commodore 64. That’s where I learned programming in BASIC, and later started learning 6502 assembler.
I have seen several programmable calculators from Hewlett Packard, including models with mag stripe readers and thermal printers, but never used them very much.
How did your career progress and, consequently, your acquaintance with computers?
In 1992 I got my first PC, a 25 MHz 386SX machine with 4 MB RAM and a 52 MB hard disk. It was a very good machine for running DOS, and with 4 MB RAM and a sort of 32-bit CPU it was capable of running most software of the day, although it was not fast.
On that machine, I learned programming in Pascal, specifically Turbo/Borland Pascal. At the same time I was learning Pascal programming in school. I have very fond memories of Pascal, and Turbo Pascal was in my opinion a great product. Fast, capable, easy to use.
Sometime around 1994 I decided to learn C programming. I could see that C was much more widely applicable than Pascal. One could program in C in DOS, Windows, OS/2, or Unix. And even in DOS, there were 32-bit C compilers, something that Borland didn’t offer with Pascal.
In 1995 I bought myself a 90 MHz Pentium, soon overclocked to 100 MHz. It had an 850 MB hard disk and dual booted between OS/2 Warp and DOS.
The 386SX machine came with DR DOS 6.0, which was quite capable. Over time I tried Microsoft MS-DOS 6.x, Novell DOS 7.0, IBM PC DOS 6.1 and eventually PC DOS 2000.
As far as I know, https://www.os2museum.com is your website? Why specifically OS/2, what do you like about it? And also tell about the system itself – its history, what developments you participated in, what version is your favorite, do you use it now in practice? Why do you think Windows eventually replaced OS/2 in almost all spheres? Can you imagine an alternative world where new versions of OS/2 would compete with the latest versions of Windows? How, in your opinion, would that look?
Yes, os2museum.com is my site. I first saw OS/2 2.1 sometime in 1993. I remember installing OS/2 on my 386SX machine but it wasn’t a good fit – OS/2 ran, but the machine didn’t have quite enough RAM, the hard disk was too small, the processor wasn’t fast enough, and the unaccelerated SVGA card wasn’t all that great either.
A Pentium with 8 MB RAM and a Mach64 based accelerator was a different story. On that system, OS/2 ran very well. I remember doing quite a bit of DOS development; it worked much better than plain DOS because I could crash the DOS box, but OS/2 continued running just fine, so I could just reopen the DOS box and continue working.
I quite liked OS/2 Warp, which was faster and more capable than OS/2 2.1, and also looked better. OS/2 MCP2 is probably the version of OS/2 that I ended up running the longest.
I do not really use OS/2 anymore (except running it in a VM every now and then), but it was my primary operating system from circa 1995 to 2005.
My first OS/2 project that was more than a toy was called FreeType/2. It was a Presentation Manager font driver for TrueType fonts using the FreeType library. Although OS/2 Warp 4 came with a TrueType font driver, it was not very good. FreeType/2 fonts looked much, much better. And the font driver could also be used with older OS/2 versions.
Working on that project I learned a lot about internationalization, character encodings, major language families, and similar topics. While working on FreeType/2, I got help from a number of people around the world, including several people at IBM.
Why Windows eventually won: On a fundamental level, the reason is simple. The success of Microsoft absolutely depended on the success of Windows. The success of IBM did not at all depend on the success of OS/2. To rephrase that, IBM could easily afford to let OS/2 fail; Microsoft could not afford to let Windows fail.
For that reason, I don’t think a scenario where OS/2 and Windows would coexist is at all realistic. But an alternative history where Microsoft didn’t drop OS/2 and kept developing it instead of Windows 9x, together with IBM, I can imagine that. In that situation, we’d now be running NT OS/2.
As far as I know, you were involved in the development of SciTech Display Doctor? Please tell us in as much detail as possible about this project: how the idea originated, how development started, when the first version was released, how the project evolved, what your role was, and who else was on the team. In what programming language and with what tools was this package created? Was it commercially successful? What happened next, and why did the project cease to exist?
I joined SciTech Software in California in 2000, when SciTech Display Doctor (SDD) was already out for a while. SDD started as UniVBE, or Universal VESA BIOS Extensions. UniVBE was written by Kendall Bennet, who became a co-owner and later the sole owner of SciTech Software.
UniVBE originally provided VBE support for graphics cards that didn’t have VBE built in or only provided an old version (for example a graphics card might come with VBE 1.2 support, but UniVBE offered VBE 2.0 required by software).
Over time UniVBE/SDD evolved to support features that built-in VBE did not provide, like additional resolutions or refresh rates.
UniVBE was sold to end users but also licensed to software developers. Quite a few games included UniVBE, for example Warcraft 2. SciTech had a large library of DOS based games that included UniVBE in one form or another.
My job was to work on OS/2 support in SDD, because I had more OS/2 programming experience than other people at SciTech. At the time, SciTech was working as a contractor for IBM and SDD/SE (SE for Special Edition) was included in OS/2 MCP2.
At that time, SDD utilized the SNAP architecture, completely different from the original UniVBE. At the core of SNAP were graphics drivers which knew how to set modes and control refresh rates, and provided extensive 2D acceleration. As is common, there was a software rasterizer which was capable of doing all drawing, and drivers could fall back to software for any operations that could not be done in hardware.
The SNAP drivers were binary portable, which means the same driver binary could (at least in theory) work on any 32-bit x86 platform. Each operating system needed a “shell driver” which interfaced with the OS on one side and SNAP on the other. On OS/2, there were two major components: SDDPMI, a driver which knew how to set video modes, and SDDGRADD, an accelerated driver for OS/2 Presentation Manager. Each OS also required a support library for tasks such as memory management, mapping hardware resources, and so on.
Over time, I started spending less time on OS/2 specific (as the OS/2 support was more or less complete) and more time on graphics drivers. Thanks to the SNAP architecture, the development could be done in a very simple environment, which was initially DOS based and later alternatively an OS/2 based minimal text mode only system.
This environment enabled rapid development. The target machine did not run a GUI and therefore didn’t require a functioning display driver. Bugs in the graphics driver made it fairly easy to hard hang the machine, but reboot times were quick. Actual development (editing, compiling) was done on a Windows on OS/2 machine and the target systems mapped everything over the network. The development machine had all the source code and compiled binaries on a drive that was shared over the network. The test machine mapped the drive and ran the binaries from there.
SciTech had also an extensive automated testing environment. Some of the testing was manual – that included especially mode setting, because there was no easy automated way to tell whether a given mode looks right on a monitor.
For testing of 2D acceleration code, there was a fully automated framework. It worked on a very simple principle: Draw an image using an accelerated GUI engine, take a screenshot. Use the software rasterizer to draw the same image in memory; compare the images. If they don’t match, there’s a bug.
The development methodology was highly productive and enabled a small team to support a multitude of graphics chips on several platforms (OS/2, NT 4.0, XFree86, unfinished Windows 9x).
The drivers themselves were written in C and could be ported to other CPU architectures relatively easily. We ported the SNAP drivers to PowerPC and the then-new AMD64 architecture.
SciTech also had other products that I wasn’t involved with. That included for example GLDirect, an OpenGL implementation running on top of Direct3D drivers. Another product was stereo – support for stereographic glasses used in conjunction with 3D graphics.
I left SciTech software in 2006 as my visa expired. The company was shut down not long after as the owner decided to pursue other interests.
You are one of the developers of aclock – could you please explain what it is?
I wouldn’t call myself a developer, but I did port aclock to several obscure platforms – this mostly consisted of simply recompiling the source code.
The aclock program is an ASCII clock, a simple and highly portable program. It can be ported to more or less any platform that has a C compiler available. By now it has been built on well over 200 platforms/environments. The aclock project currently lives at https://github.com/tenox7/aclock
Tell us about the Open Watcom project – what it represents, its history, current status, your involvement, and so on.
SciTech Software managed to convince Sybase to release the Watcom C/C++ and Fortran 77 source code. SciTech used the Watcom compiler internally because it was a cross platform compiler with good support for Win32, OS/2, as well as DOS.
The first stage was releasing the Watcom 11.0c “patch”. This involved getting the source code from Sybase, integrating fixes, and building version 11.0c at SciTech. This was not an open source project.
The next stage was releasing Open Watcom as a fully open source project. The reason why it was at all possible was that Watcom was a very do-it-yourself company and nearly all tools were developed internally. As it always happens, the initial open sourcing was an incremental process where we found that we need to use this or that tool, asked Sybase for the source code, got the tool building from source, and continued on to the next one.
I did much (but certainly not all!) of the initial open sourcing effort. For several years I was the primary maintainer, which included all the extremely boring work like preparing and publishing releases.
Even now I still use the Open Watcom compiler, not least for targeting DOS. Especially when exploring hardware, anything more involved than DOS just gets in the way.
Generally speaking, do you mostly use emulators or you have a collection of old computer hardware? If you have, tell us about it.
I use emulators and old hardware. Emulators/virtualizers are much, much more convenient to use. But they’re never 100% accurate or can’t emulate the particular piece of hardware you’re interested in, and then it’s time to pull out an old motherboard and graphics card etc.
In my basement I have a somewhat extensive collection of PC hardware from circa 1990 up to present. Motherboards, processors, memory, hard disks, graphics cards, sound cards, as well as a selection of ThinkPad laptops.
Most of the time I use emulators… but they only go so far.
Perhaps I forgot to mention some of your projects? If so, please share information about them.
I have a couple of software projects such as virtualizer drivers for Windows NT, Windows 9x, and a not yet released 256-color driver for Windows 3.x. One day I hope to also put together a Presentation Manager driver for OS/2 2.x and 1.x.
I’ve done random things like an idle driver for DR DOS using the DRI
-specific power management interface. The idle driver is an equivalent of POWER.EXE in MS-DOS/PC DOS, but it's using interfaces built into the DR DOS kernel. It saves power (CPU cycles) just like POWER.EXE, but it's smaller and simpler because it gets help from the DR DOS kernel.
Every now and then I work on some very specific miniature project such as – most recently – a tool to remove key card checks from NetWare 2.0a.
Which computer platform (IBM PC, Apple, Atari, Spectrum, etc.) do you like the most and why?
Primarily I have been using PC compatibles, and to a lesser extent Apple machines. The PC platform has always been relatively cheap and very, very flexible – that is something I appreciate.
The openness of the PC platform is something I like, especially the fact that you don’t depend on any single company.
What other interests do you have? Do you have any hobbies, family?
Yes, I have a family, with two young children who keep me busy a lot of the time. Not a lot of hobbies besides computer based ones, such as video games every now and then.
Have you ever come across the use of the term 'downgrade' not in the context of rolling back software to a previous version but as a synonym for retrocomputing (how it's being used here)? Are there English-language (or in any other languages) electronic magazines similar to ours?
I don’t think I’ve come across this use of the term ‘downgrade’ but it makes very good sense. I am not aware of English language periodicals dedicated to retrocomputing, even though retrocomputing as such seems to be a big thing.
Thank you very much for the answers and photos!
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