
HARDWARE %NON-IMPACT PRINTERS

HARD
COPY
Nearly all computer owners need to produce
a hard copy, print-out at one time or another.
For business purposes an expensive letter -

quality printer such as a daisy wheel is
almost essential, but for the average home
computer owner, who usually wants nothing
more than a program listing, there are
cheaper alternatives.

The means to produce a printed copy of a program
listing or piece of text is high among any computer
owner's priorities. Unfortunately, the cost of a
good dot matrix printer may be two or three times
the original price of the computer, while a daisy
wheel device is certainly out of reach. Low-cost
alternatives do exist, however, in the form of non-
impact printers.

These printers take their generic name from the
fact that they don't hammer needles or shaped
pieces of metal through a ribbon to leave their
mark on a piece of paper. The original non-impact
printers were developed for cash registers and
portable terminals such as the famous Texas Silent
700 series and used heat to develop an image on
special, treated paper.

Just as an impact matrix printer has a vertical
column of needles in a head that moves
horizontally across the page, the thermal printer
has a column of heating elements. As each dot is
required, the corresponding element is rapidly
heated and the minute area of paper under the
element changes colour. The contrast between the
dotted image thus produced and the unmarked
background is good enough for most amateur uses
but the letters hardly rate as high-quality. Indeed,
the most endearing feature about these devices is
their almost total silence of operation.

Apart from the Texas Instruments terminals,
thermal printers were also adopted by Apple,
which produced a small printer for its computer
called the Silentype, and Mattel, which offers a
similar unit for use with its Aquarius home
computer.

In contrast, the mechanism used in the
electrostatic printer is moderately noisy and, apart
from an early Centronics example called the
Microptinter P1, it failed to gain general
acceptance — until, that is, Sir Clive Sinclair
adopted the system for the ZX Printer, which has
sold in huge numbers as a dedicated peripheral for
the ZX81 and ZX Spectrum.

The principle of electrostatic printers is that a
single-wire printing head is dragged across
specially coated paper. For every dot needed to
build up a character, a spark is generated by the
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