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Twenty years ago I was selling microcomputers for a living. We didn't call them PCs back then - IBM popularised that term a little later. The computer I was selling was the Apple II, the machine that made personal computing respectable.

It was a lot of fun. We were all aware that we were in on the ground floor of a revolution. People would pay $5000 or more for a fully configured machine with two 143 kilobyte floppy drives (the first hard disks had just come out, but even the low end 5 megabyte models were prohibitively expensive) and 64 kilobytes of RAM. Throw in a noisy low resolution dot matrix printer and a copy of Visicalc (the first spreadsheet program) and Zardax (an excellent and now forgotten Australia-developed word processing program) and off you went.

Today a good PC costs around $1000, in current South Pacific pesos. Maybe you can double that to get a good printer and a copy of Microsoft Office. The difference in performance is astonishing - One thousand times the RAM, ten thousand times the disk capacity, inexpressibly higher speed, colour screens and colour printers, built-in modems, DVD capability and hi-fi sound, and all the rest.

I got out of the retail sales game in 1983 and became one of the first computer journalists in this country, a dodgy profession I have more or less pursued to this day. It had stopped being fun, pretty well from the day the IBM PC was released and the corporate types took over. Intense competition meant low margins, and we got heartily sick of spending hours showing someone the benefits of personal computing, only to have them walk around the corner and buy one off a discount merchant who barley knew the difference between a monitor and a keyboard.

Since those days I have watched the retail PC market with some bemusement. There have been many ups and downs, and the latest round of poor results from many suppliers comes as no surprise. I certainly have no sympathy for them - if you eat with the devil, you need a long spoon.

Small computer shops, like the one I managed in the early 1980s, still exist, but it's got harder and harder as larger chains have taken over (Harvey Norman is now Australia's largest computer retailer) and computer companies have started selling direct.

Apple Australia didn't even exist when I started working for their agent in the late 1970s. IBM finally got round top selling the IBM PC here in 1983, and Compaq started up around the same time. The market fell on hard times in the mid 1980s, when it overhyped itself and ran out of components, and again in the early 1990s, when growth rates in business started to slow.

But each time it rebounded. Price performance, driven by Moore's Law, kept asserting itself, and more and more people found more and more reasons to buy PCs. The face of retailing continued to change, with the biggest advance being the make-to-order model pioneered by Dell, which quickly became one of the name brand PC companies.

Now, in the new millennium and the fourth decade of the PC revolution, we are seeing it all happen again. Apple is suffering disastrous losses (a recurring theme in this industry). Gateway has laid off thousands. Analsysts and vendors are bemoaning the fact that unit sales are approaching single digit growth rates, and that for the first time in the history of the industry, worldwide PC revenue figures may fall, as a consequence of lower prices and softer demand.

Some people even continue to forecast the death of the PC. The conventional microcomputer is too expensive and over-functioned, they say. It will be replaced by special purpose "devices" that will connect to the Internet, and which will gradually supplant all the PC's functions. The glory days are over.

My heart bleeds. Let's do a reality check here. Even the most pessimistic forecasts predict that worldwide PC sales will rise by 10 per cent this year. That's "unit shipments" - the number of PCs being sold. There's still tens of millions being sold, to add to the hundreds of millions already out there. The vendors are whingeing because they are not making as much money, because the machines are better and cheaper and have smaller profit margins. To listen to some of them you would think they believe that capitalism and technological progress are bad things.

Let's do another reality check. Only around 50 per cent pf homes in the developed world have computers. Most of those that don't have one don't want one. In the developing world the figures are much smaller - around 1 per cent in China, much lower in India. There is enormous unmet demand, that will be satisfied only as prices continue to drop. PC growth rates in Asia remain very high.

Every time I go into a computer shop I ask them what business is like. Every time I get the same answer. It's tough. We're selling the machines, but there's no money in it any more. The Christmas season was horrible. Businesses aren't upgrading as quickly as they used to. The big deals have gone.

Yeah, right. And the sky is about to fall in, too. I'm sure that ten years from now, and 20 years from now, we'll be hearing the same things. In the meantime we consumers can buy cheaper and ever more powerful computers at our own pace. We are so sympathetic to the vendor's plight.
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