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BASIC

ASIC was the first programming language for an
Bentire generation of microcomputer program-
mers: The first product sold by Microsoft was an inter-
preter of BASIC; the legendary Apple Il computer
came with a BASIC interpreter written single-hand-
edly by Steve Wozniak (1950~ ); and the first IBM per-
sonal computers (PCs) included a BASIC interpreter
bundled with the operating system. In short, 1t 1s dif-
ficult to overstate the influence of BASIC on the pro-
gramming community of the 1970s and 1980s.

BASIC (Beginner’s All-purpose Symbolic Instruction
Code) was developed by John Kemeny (1926—92) and
Thomas Kurtz (1928— ) at Dartmouth College in the
mid-1960s. It was used as an interpreted language for
time-sharing systems: The students could sit at com-
puter terminals, type in several lines of code, and get
immediate results. This was very different from the
way that computers were programmed at the time. A
Fortran programmer, for example, had to punch a stack
of cards, deliver them to the computing room, and wait
for the results. The timing of BASIC’s creation was for-
tuitous: Interactive computing was just appearing, and
BASIC arrived on the scene at the same time that the

first time-sharing systems were being created.

As the name 1mplies, BASIC is extremely simple.
The lines of the program are numbered and it is pos-
sible to write them out of order (line 20 before line
10) since the interpreter reads them in the correct
order. It 1s also possible to eliminate a line simply by
writing 1ts number and a return. The interpreter of
the language thus provides a very simple editor to
extend or modify a program.

The example below shows a BASIC program in
which the user is prompted to type in a number of
years, and the computer prints the equivalent number

of months, by multiplying the number entered by 12.

10 PRINT ‘Enter number of years’
20 INPUT YEARS
30 PRINT ‘'The number of months is ‘', YEARS*12

Notice that variables do not have to be declared
before using them, as in other programming languages.
Typically, it is possible to write nontrivial BASIC pro-
grams after only a few hours of practice.

There 1s an American National Standards Institute
standard for minimal BASIC (X3.60-1978) and another
for full BASIC. The language has continued to evolve
over the years. Visual BASIC from Microsoft looks more
like structured programming languages of the Pascal
type. It is also used as a macrolanguage for applications

such as spreadsheets or word processing programs.
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Batch Processing
g

B efore the advent of interactive computing, pro-
grammers, who were the only direct users of com-
puters, had to prepare a set of punched cards containing
their programs. The cards were given to the computer

operator, who would put them in a card reader. The



