
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_cdce1b6b89e9985d4a895edae680bc1f_8dot2h_html_16de993.jpg]












Almost Perfect

W. E. Pete Peterson

Published by Word Place Inc. at
Smashwords











© 1993, 2001 by W. E. Peterson











Note from author:

The book, Almost Perfect, was
originally published by Prima Publishing in 1994. It is the story
of the rise and fall of WordPerfect Corporation from my point of
view. The book sold a little less than 10,000 copies and is now out
of print. The copy published here is almost identical to my
original manuscript and does not contain Prima's edits. In this
version, I have corrected two factual errors, fixed five typos,
deleted a few pages at the end, and added a final paragraph.
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Introduction






On Monday, March 23, 1992 at 10:30 a.m. I walked
into what I thought was a routine meeting of the Board of Directors
of WordPerfect Corporation. Bruce Bastian, the Chairman of the
Board, invited me to sit down in his office. Alan Ashton, the
President of the company, entered the room and took a seat. The
three of us had been the only members of the Board of Directors for
the past ten years. We owned all the stock in the company.

Alan made it a point to tell me we were having a
shareholders' meeting, not a Board meeting. This seemingly small
clarification was no minor detail. As with most companies, the
shareholders of WordPerfect Corporation rarely met in an official
capacity. When we did, it was usually to meet legal requirements
rather than to address any serious business issues. The important
decisions were made by the Board of Directors, even though it
consisted of the same three individuals. A special meeting of the
shareholders meant a change to the Board. Duff Thompson, our
attorney, also joined the meeting. He repeated Alan's warning that
we were having a shareholders' meeting, and gave us each a paper to
sign to make sure the meeting was absolutely official. This did not
look good for me.

Alan looked down at the conference table and
recited from memory what sounded like a carefully worded speech. He
and Bruce believed it was time for a change. They wanted to add
three new members to the Board of Directors, so more people could
have a voice in the important corporate decisions. Twice I
interrupted to try to understand what was happening. After each
interruption, Alan repeated his speech from the beginning word for
word.

Bruce then explained that some of my
responsibilities had to go to other employees, so more people could
have an opportunity to make important contributions. Specifically,
my marketing and sales duties were to go to someone else. He made
it clear I was still wanted on the Board and in the company, but I
would have to accept a different role. He said my influence in the
company was too great.

I felt numb.

When I started working with Alan and Bruce in
1980, their company had only six employees and sales of about
$20,000 a month. By 1991, my last full year with the company, we
had more than 4,000 employees and annual sales of more than half a
billion dollars. More than 10 million people used WordPerfect
worldwide. The company had no debt, more than one hundred fifty
million dollars in the bank, more than one hundred million dollars
of real estate, and millions of dollars worth of computers, cars,
and furnishings. Our reputation was as impressive as our bank
balance. Our customers loved our products. Our employees never
wanted to leave. We had built a company worth perhaps two billion
dollars, without the help of experienced business professionals,
and without losing even a small part of the company to outside
investors.

We discussed the proposed changes for almost
three hours, but the final vote was never in doubt. I owned one
percent of the stock and Bruce and Alan each owned half of the
rest. Sales were down a little for the current quarter and they had
made up their minds. They no longer wanted me running their
company.

I told them I did not want to stay if my
marketing and sales duties were taken away. That would take all the
fun out of my job. They argued that my other duties were important
and that my contribution would still be significant. I would have
an opportunity to express my opinions and cast a vote on all
important decisions.

Although I believed they were sincere in what
they said, I could not stay. I did not believe a committee of six
people could effectively run a company, nor did I have enough
energy left to try to make it work. If Bruce and Alan did not want
me running their company, I was ready to leave. The past year had
been a struggle, and twice I had written unsubmitted letters of
resignation. They had paid me generously over the years, so I did
not need the job for the money. I felt relieved. I was ready to let
them find out what it was I did for them.

When they insisted I stay, I suggested a six
month trial separation, to give them time to determine whether or
not they needed me. I naively expected them to ask me to come back
within a few months. They asked me to stay one last time, but I
insisted on a separation. They decided to sleep on it.

Two days later Bruce and Alan came into my
office to accept my offer to leave for six months. Although their
decision hurt much more than I expected, I promised myself they
would not see me cry. I hugged them both, wished them well, grabbed
a few of my things, and left. When the six months were up, no one
called to ask me back.

WordPerfect Corporation had been my life and my
identity for twelve years. It was difficult facing up to the fact
that I was not a part of that company anymore. I could not wear my
WordPerfect hat and my WordPerfect shirt on vacation and have
people come up and tell me how much they liked our word processor.
I was no longer an important executive asked to make difficult
decisions that affected millions of people. I was no longer in a
battle to the death with Bill Gates and Microsoft, spending almost
every waking moment figuring out how to beat them.

I am proud of the small role I played in the
early years of the personal computer industry. I was fortunate to
have had the opportunity to be a part of WordPerfect Corporation's
incredible success story, and except for the ending, my time there
was perfect.
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Chapter 1: Innocent at Birth






While driving back to the drapery shop one
afternoon in the summer of 1980, I had a strong feeling that one
day I would be rich. I laughed to myself at this premonition. I did
not care about being rich, I just wanted to pay the bills. My wife,
Marieta, and I had four little children, a mortgage, an empty
savings account, and a failing business. We were worried enough to
wonder if it was time to disconnect the telephone and cancel the
life insurance.

Our financial troubles resulted from the
recession of 1980, when new home building in Utah County had
stopped. I worked at Julie's Draperies, which I owned and ran with
my brother, André, and my sister's husband, Lynn. During the week
my job was to visit crazy housewives who called for appointments,
giving them estimates for custom draperies and attempting to play
the part of the talented interior designer. I called the housewives
"crazy," because most of them went temporarily insane when they
learned the cost of their window treatments. On Saturdays I kept
the books and wrote up the work orders from my sales. Sales for the
year were down to one third of normal levels, and my partners and I
were going weeks at a time without pay to keep the company afloat.
Instead of the normal five appointments per day, I had only five or
six per week.

With time on my hands and bills to pay, I took a
job weekday mornings at a local supermarket stocking the dairy case
and bagging groceries. This helped keep me away from the drapery
shop, where I often received sad and sympathetic looks from the
women who sewed for us. The grocery store paid four dollars an
hour, which almost covered our house payment, but I hated the job.
I was supposed to stock the dairy case and bag groceries, but it
seemed I spent most of my time running back and forth between the
two duties.

If I did not have a drapery appointment in the
afternoon, I worked in our large garden with three of my little
children at my feet. Sam was almost five, Wendy was three, and
Ellen was almost two. Joe was only a few months old, not quite old
enough to know the fun he was missing. The garden was beautiful and
weed free and provided us with lots of food that summer.

Perhaps all the dirt in our clothes was the
reason our washing machine died. When it broke down and the
repairman told us a new machine would be cheaper than fixing the
dead one, my wife broke down too. When her father learned we did
not have the money to buy a new machine, he offered to pay for a
new washer, and we gratefully accepted his gift. Six months earlier
we would have been too proud to take his help.

I spent a lot of my time that summer wondering
what I would do if the drapery business failed. I had grown up
expecting to earn a doctorate and do something important with my
life, but after getting a bachelor's degree in psychology at BYU in
1972, I never made it back to school. After a year working as a
bookkeeper for an employment agency back East, I returned to Utah
and took a job in my mom's custom drapery business, thinking I
would save a little money and then go back to school. When I met
Marieta in 1974, getting married was more important to me than
going to school. Once the children started coming, I gave up some
of my dreams and decided to concentrate on making a living.

After my mom passed away in 1979, a lot of the
fun went out of the business. She had a talent for creating new
designs and running the shop. In her will, she left one third of
the business to me, one third to my brother, and one third to my
sister. I do not think any of us enjoyed owning or running a
drapery business, but we were resigned to our fate. If not for the
recession, we would probably all still be there, wishing we could
find a way out.

As I considered my premonition on that afternoon
in 1980, I tried to figure out how it might come true. It occurred
to me that some of our relatives had money, and if they all died at
once, we might inherit as much as one hundred thousand dollars.
Considering our circumstances, that was an enormous amount of
money, but my feeling did not seem to be about one hundred thousand
dollars. The money involved would be more than I could count.
Although I had no idea how such a thing could happen, I was
impressed enough to tell my wife about the premonition later that
evening.

I would not have imagined that one of our
poorest relatives, my wife's brother Bruce Bastian, would be the
person to help set the fulfillment of the premonition in motion. I
met Bruce in 1974, just a few weeks before marrying his sister.
When we met, he was the director of the Brigham Young University
Marching Band, and he was counting on his sister performing in his
band. Once Marieta and I were engaged, she decided to hang up her
tambourine for good, so it took some time for Bruce and me to
become friends.

Bruce earned his bachelor's degree from BYU in
music education and planned on spending his life directing a high
school or college band. After graduation he stayed at BYU to work
on a master's degree in music and to work part-time as a teaching
assistant to the director of the Incomparable Cougar Marching Band.
When the director left to work at a college in the Northwest, Bruce
became acting director of the band. The position was not permanent
and his pay remained at the level of a teaching assistant. He did
not mind the low wages or lack of benefits, however--the band was
his life.

Bruce was an interesting figure on the football
field at 6' 2", 140 pounds, in his dark suit atop a ladder at the
fifty yard line. Rarely one to smile, and with enough nervous
energy to power the lights in the stadium, he was serious about his
band and his music. He spent his summers writing the pre-game and
halftime shows his band performed, and he spent his spare time
during school counseling and helping band members. He had a great
ensemble, which sounded more like a very large rock and roll group
than a university marching band.

For his master's thesis, Bruce was writing a
computer program to display the band's step-by-step formations
during a half-time show. The 3-D graphics program displayed the
band from anywhere in the stadium--from high up in the press box,
from the end zones, even from underground. His thesis work was
amazing for the time, especially since he needed to tie three
computers together to get enough processing power to run his
program. Given the demands of arranging the band's music, directing
the band, and helping his students, his thesis progressed
slowly.

At the end of the 1976-77 school year, the dean
of the music department met with Bruce to tell him the school was
hiring a new band leader, someone with a PhD. Bruce was extremely
disappointed and was unimpressed by the dean's assurance that he
was doing Bruce a favor. Fittingly, after Bruce left, the BYU band
dropped the word incomparable from its name.

Bruce's thesis project caught the attention of a
BYU computer science professor, Alan Ashton. With Alan's help,
Bruce was able to get out of the music department and finish his
master's degree in the computer science department. After making
the switch, he was ready to graduate in the spring of 1978. That
spring Bruce had interviews with many computer companies, including
IBM, EDS (then owned by Ross Perot), and Hewlett-Packard. He leaned
towards taking a job with HP until Alan talked to him about a new
company he was forming to write word processing software. Bruce
liked the idea of working in a small company, so he took a chance,
deciding to work for Alan.

Alan had begun work on a word processor in the
summer of 1977. Normally Dr. Ashton spent his summers consulting or
teaching, but for some reason nothing had turned up in 1977. Rather
than do nothing, he decided to spend his vacation designing a word
processor. His effort was more of a mental exercise than a
conscious effort to start a software company. In the back of his
mind, he hoped to one day find a way to bring his word processor to
life and make, perhaps, an extra two or three hundred dollars per
month from the effort.

At 35 Alan looked the part of a college
professor, with graying hair that was usually a little too long,
because he had trouble finding time to get a haircut. He and his
wife Karen lived in a modest three bedroom house with seven or
eight children. They would eventually have twelve children,
including a foster daughter.

Alan's word processing design drew on his
earlier PhD work at the University of Utah. The U of U computer
science doctoral program was one of the first established in the
country and attracted a number of now famous computer pioneers such
as David Evans of Evans and Sutherland; Alan Kay, who would work at
Xerox PARC and later become an Apple Fellow; and John Warnock,
founder of Adobe. For his doctoral thesis, Alan used a computer to
create music on a Hammond organ. Although taken for granted today,
computers were not making a lot of music in the early 1970s. For
music to sound right, the notes have to be played at the right
time, and computers back then were too slow and had too many delays
to be very good at playing them promptly. Like music, word
processing works best when things happen at the right time. When
you type a letter on the keyboard, you want to see it immediately,
and you do not want to wait around for the computer to fit your
letter into a processing schedule. The techniques Alan used to make
good music also helped him to make a great word processor.

In 1977 word processing was still fairly new, so
Alan didn't have to spend much time on research. After seeing a
demonstration of a Wang word processor and reading an early word
processing study, he was ready to start. He already had some
experience, because most of his consulting work and a lot of the
research he did with his students was in the text processing area.
Text processing, or text editing, was a primitive form of word
processing used mostly for writing computer programs. Alan set out
to design a product which was not a run-off word processor. In the
early run-off word processors, the screen did not look like the
printed page. If you changed your margins, for example, you did not
see the margins change on the screen, but you would see the change
when the document was printed. Worse still, a run-off system used
ugly codes, like .LM12 or @HD@B, in the middle of the text for
changing how the document looked on the page. Alan wanted the
screen to look like the printed page, with the correct line endings
and page breaks and without any ugly codes. This design eliminated
the repagination step used by the run-off systems. Because Alan's
document was always formatted correctly on the screen, there was no
need to reformat it for printing.

Alan's design included a number of innovative
ideas. Instead of forcing the user to look at only one page of a
document at a time, Alan wanted the user to be able to scroll
through the document, as if it were on rollers at the top and
bottom of the screen. He used function keys for the different
features, so he could give the screen an uncluttered look without a
lot of menus. He designed in an automatic insert, so if the user
typed text in the middle of a line, the new text would push the old
text out of the way, instead of erasing it as was the standard for
the time.

He also eliminated the different typing modes
which plagued the early word processors. With other products, if
you were typing new text at the end of a document, you had to be in
a Create mode. If you typed in the middle, you had to be in an Edit
mode. In an Edit mode, your typing would erase existing text, so to
insert text, you had to change to an Insert mode. Alan allowed the
user to type anywhere in the document without a mode change.

By the end of the summer of 1977 Alan had a
design specification of about fifty pages in length. His clean
screen, automatic on-screen formatting, absence of modes, and
auto-insert were great improvements over previous word processors.
This design was, however, barely more than an outline. If he had
been writing a symphony instead of a program, you would have said
he had a collection of melodies, short phrases, and ideas. Most of
the work, including the arranging and orchestration, remained to be
done. His design was more a list of objectives than a comprehensive
set of specifications. He gave his hoped-for product the unassuming
name of WP and stored it away when school started in the fall.

The next spring, at the same time Bruce was
about to graduate, Alan received a call from Don Owens. Don, who at
that time worked for Itel, a leasing company in Northern
California, had dreams of starting his own software company. His
background was in marketing, and he was a prototypical
entrepreneur, with lots of ideas and plans, but not a lot of money.
Don had a forceful personality--the type of guy who would always
have his sales quota booked well in advance of any deadline, so his
employer would not dare to bother him if he took Friday off without
permission.

Don heard of Alan because of some text
processing consulting work Alan had done for Hill Air Force base.
He asked Alan to write a word processor for Data General computers
on behalf of a company to be founded, funded, and owned by Don and
a friend of his named Bob Johnson. Alan was not sure of his
position in the company, although he was under the impression he
would own a part of it. In spite of the fuzzy ownership details, he
was excited about the chance to bring his design to life.

Don named the new company Satellite Systems,
Inc. because he liked the acronym SSI, which he had seen on the
side of a railroad car. "Systems" was part of the name because he
intended to sell computer systems as well as software. "Satellite"
fit the acronym, but was a poor choice, because not everyone could
spell it, and the word gave the impression the company sold
television antennas.

It was based on Don's promise to finance the
company that Alan offered Bruce a job as a programmer. Together
they signed a lease for office space and ordered a computer. Bruce
at the time was married, and his wife, Melanie, was expecting their
second child. (Melanie worked parttime in the drapery business
quilting bedspreads for us.) As soon as Bruce accepted the new job,
he and his wife signed a mortgage on a home. The day after the
mortgage papers were signed, Don broke the news over lunch that the
funding had fallen through. Don could come up with his share of the
money, but his partner could not. Don felt sorry for Bruce and gave
him a $100 bill to ease his pain.

Alan felt terrible for Bruce and called a few of
his business acquaintances in hopes of helping Bruce find work. He
learned that Eyring Research of Provo, Utah was looking for a
programmer, and soon Bruce was offered a job. Once there, Bruce
learned that Eyring was under contract to provide a Data General
computer to Orem City, then a small city of about 50,000 people
just north of Provo, where Bruce and Alan lived. As part of the
computer system, Eyring had agreed to provide a word processor.

Eyring's word processing commitment was for
exactly the type of software Bruce and Alan had been planning to
write for SSI. Knowing that Eyring would be hard pressed to provide
a good word processor in time to fulfill its contract, Bruce talked
to Alan, and together they went to Eyring with a proposal. If
Eyring would be willing to pay Bruce's salary during the project,
and if Alan and Bruce could retain ownership of the finished
product, Alan would bring his design and his time to the project
without charge. Eyring agreed to the arrangement, which gave it a
much better chance of fulfilling the contract with Orem City.
Eyring retained rights to sell the word processor if it sold
similar computer systems to other cities, but Bruce and Alan owned
the resulting product outright.

Eyring's contribution amounted to only a few
thousand dollars in salary paid to Bruce, but it was enough for
Bruce and Alan to get started. Alan worked practically every moment
he was not teaching, including nights, holidays, and Saturdays.
Bruce worked almost every hour he was awake, even though most of
his friends and relatives told him he was crazy. Alan worked
primarily on the part of the program which did the printing, and
Bruce wrote the screen portion. Together they improved and expanded
upon Alan's original design. Bruce made many contributions not only
to the code of the finished product, but also to much of the
design.

By the spring of 1979, Eyring felt the program
was ready to deliver to Orem City. When Bruce and Alan let Orem
City know they intended to improve the program, Orem City agreed to
let them continue to use the Orem machine without charge in return
for the right to use any of the new versions without an additional
fee. Bruce borrowed a little money from his father so he could
continue full-time work on the project, and Alan continued to
contribute his nights, Saturdays, and holidays without pay.
Together they worked in the basement of the city offices for
another year to make a version of WP they could sell
commercially.

To raise enough money to keep Bruce up to date
on his bills, Alan and Bruce decided to release a simplified
version of WP. The abbreviated version, which was designed for
program editing, was called P-Edit. Because neither had any
experience selling software, they decided to go back to Don Owens
for help. They traveled to California to show Don the product, and
he quickly sold a few copies of P-Edit to his employer, Itel. Soon
the three agreed to start a business to sell P-Edit and WP. They
decided that each would own one third of the new company.

Satellite Software International was
incorporated in the State of Utah in September of 1979. The new
name was very similar to the old one, since SSI was still the
acronym of choice. (Back then acronyms were even more popular in
the computer industry than they are today, and some people thought
it was more important to find a good acronym than a good name.
Everyone wanted to be the next IBM, NCR, DEC, CDC, or HP.)
"Software" replaced the word "systems" in the company name, because
the new company intended to concentrate on selling software instead
of computer systems. International was added probably because it
gave the company a more impressive sounding name, and perhaps,
because the founders eventually hoped to sell software all over the
world.

In March of 1980, the finished software, renamed
SSI*WP, was offered for sale. SSI*WP did not have nearly as many
features back then, but the original product was very much like the
DOS versions of WordPerfect. A lot of the features were missing,
but, with a little thought and creativity, the features that were
there could do almost anything. The software came with a manual
written by Alan and Bruce using their new word processor. The
retail price of the software was $5,500, while the company's cost
to manufacture a complete package, which included a computer tape,
a manual, and a paper template, was about $25.

By today's standards, SSI's first word processor
occupied a very small niche in the software market. The software
worked only on a Data General computer, only on DG's AOS operating
system, and only with Data General terminals. To print a nice
looking document, the printer had to be a Diablo 1650 or work just
like a Diablo 1650. While the niche was small, SSI had little
competition and its product was very good. Bruce and Alan had paid
close attention to the comments from secretaries and others who
tested the product at Orem City before it was released. SSI*WP was
fast and easy to use.

By the summer of 1980, SSI was selling two or
three copies of SSI*WP each month. Although the first sales were
encouraging, Bruce was still not making much money. Two or three
times that summer he brought his wife and children over to our
house for dinner. Each time they came, we sent them home with a
trash can size garbage bag full of vegetables from our garden.
During those dinners, Bruce tried his best to explain to me what it
was he was doing. I knew almost nothing about computers, and his
word processing software seemed like a strange product to me. My
only experience with computers had been during a summer job in
1965, when computer time was very expensive and programs were
written on punch cards. I had no idea how much computers had
changed in the 15 years since I had touched one.

Late in the summer, Bruce talked about the long
hours he was working. During the day he was answering phones,
putting together information packets, and mailing them out. At
night he was writing software. I suggested he hire a part-time
office manager to handle the phones and the mailings. When he asked
how much it would cost to hire someone, I told him I thought he
could fill the position for about $5 an hour.

Bruce called a couple of days after our
conversation to ask me if I wanted to apply for the newly created
job of office manager. When he told me the pay was $5 an hour, a
dollar more than I was earning at the supermarket, I quickly agreed
to come to an interview, as long as he understood I could only work
part-time. I still had hopes the economy would improve and the
drapery business would recover.

I met Don Owens in early September, when he
interviewed me for the SSI office manager job. He spent more than
an hour talking to me, showing me the help wanted section in
ComputerWorld and explaining the great opportunities available in
the computer industry. He encouraged me to keep looking into
computers if I did not get a job at SSI. He sent me home with a few
computer magazines and the promise that if I would read them, the
stories would eventually start to make sense. About three weeks
later Don called, offering me the job. I agreed to start on October
1, on the condition I could quit as soon as the drapery business
improved.

Although I did not know it at the time, that $5
an hour part-time job would turn into a great opportunity. Somehow
I had arrived at exactly the right place at exactly the right time.
If Alan had found work in the summer of 1977 or if Bruce had kept
his job as band leader or if Don had decided not to start a
business or if Orem City had purchased an IBM computer instead of a
Data General computer or if there had not been a recession in 1980,
then I would probably still be driving up and down State Street
every weekday with drapery samples in my trunk. Like some rare
astrological phenomenon when all the planets are perfectly aligned,
all the necessary events came together at just the right time, and
a new and soon to be successful company was born.
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Chapter 2: The Battle for Custody






Starting a software company in the 1980s usually
involved four rounds of financing. In round one, the founders used
their own money, and money begged and borrowed from friends and
relatives, to do market research and write a business plan. In
round two, the business plan was shown to private investors to
raise money to finance development of the product. Once a product
was developed, the founders went back to their investors, and
perhaps to a few new investors, for more money to pay for round
three, the product roll-out. If the roll-out was successful and
customers actually bought the product, round four was the big pay
off. The IPO, or Initial Public Offering, was when everyone who
contributed money in rounds one through three sold some of their
stock to the public to make a bundle. By the end of the four
rounds, the founders normally owned less than one fourth of their
company, but that was the price they paid for the chance to make a
few million dollars right away.

SSI was not financed in the usual manner. Bruce
and Alan skipped round one altogether--they went ahead with product
development, having no idea of the size of their market or their
chances of success. They financed round two, the product
development, with their own work and some help from Orem City and
Eyring Research. Don Owens was responsible for the product
roll-out, and as with rounds one and two, he did it without asking
investors for money.

Don Owens was a forceful salesman. He was about
6'1" and had a large barrel-shaped chest. He did not give the
impression of being overweight, but looked like a guy who had
played football in high school. He was gruff, stern, and not
necessarily one to smile. Unlike Alan Ashton, who always flashed a
big grin whenever you saw him, Don Owens was all business. He
dressed well, drove nice cars, and had a beautiful wife and two
good-looking children. He looked the part of the shrewd and
successful businessman. He loved to wheel and deal, and he knew how
to close a sale.

Although an amount of $1,000 was carried on the
books as the money the owners originally contributed to start the
business, not one of the three actually invested any of his own
money in the company. The thousand dollar figure was pulled out of
the air, because the real number was too hard to explain. As I
understood it, the SSI bank account was opened with a check of
$7,000 made out to Don from Levi Strauss; the money was a
headhunting fee Don had earned for helping the jeans maker find a
new employee. The $7,000 did not stay in the company for long,
however. Within only a few weeks of the loan, Don was selling
enough software from his home in California to pay himself
back.

Don's first customer was Itel, his employer.
Itel was in the leasing business, and one of the things they leased
was Data General computers. They happened to use DG computers as
well. In November of 1979 Don sold them a couple of copies of
P-Edit, and later in March of 1980 he sold them SSI*WP. One
customer was all Don needed to get going. Using Itel as his
reference account, he began talking to companies with Data General
computers, some of which were leasing clients of Itel. When one of
them showed interest in the product, he would jump on a plane to
close the sale. Each time he made a sale, he asked for a letter of
recommendation.

Once he had a few of these letters, Don used
them repeatedly to promote SSI*WP. He sent them to computer trade
publications along with his press releases. As the publications
began mentioning the new product, he sent the letters and a one
page brochure to companies responding to the news stories. If a
company expressed more interest after reading the letters, he had
Bruce send them a demonstration copy of the software.

Don always tried to sell the product for list
price, but he was not afraid to make a deal to close the sale. He
was tenacious when it came to collecting the money, always
extracting a promise of when the check would be in the mail as he
made the sale. By June of 1980, Don had enough confidence in the
new venture to quit his Itel job and move his family to Utah.

A few of the inquiries SSI received came from
Data General's dealers. Data General sold some of its computers
direct to customers and some through OEM's. The term OEM stood for
Original Equipment Manufacturer, and it described a dealer that
purchased DG computers, added some software of its own, and then
resold the computer/software system. The added software, or added
value, theoretically made the DG computer into something new and
original. At the time DG did not want to sign resellers unless they
added value to the DG product. I am not exactly sure why they
formulated this policy, but back then the successful computer
manufacturers were in control, and they tended to have a lot of
dumb rules.

If a DG OEM showed interest in our products, Don
asked them to pay full price for one copy and offered to sell them
additional copies at a discount. The first copy had to be used
in-house (in-house meant inside the company). The additional
discounted copies could be marked up and resold to the OEM's
customers. The amount of the discount ranged from 10-80%, depending
on how the negotiations went with each reseller. The discounted
copies sold through resellers soon accounted for about half of
SSI's sales.

Late in the summer of 1980 Don put together what
was truly a big deal for SSI at the time. DCC, a communications
company with offices in Memphis and London, was interested in
writing its own word processor. DCC sold Data General computers,
but instead of using DG's operating systems, it used an operating
system of its own creation. Although SSI*WP would not run "as is"
on DCC's operating system, Don convinced the company to take SSI's
source code and use it as the basis for its word processor. His
asking price was $100,000, and DCC agreed.

By the time I came in October, Don had enough
reference letters and sales leads to insure a reliable cash flow.
He had pulled off the impossible. Without raising any money and
without spending a dime on advertising, he had successfully
introduced SSI's products and established a reasonably good dealer
network. The company was making enough money to pay decent salaries
to its owners; to get them company cars; and to hire another
programmer, a part-time bookkeeper, and a part-time office manager.
(Alan chose a white Chevy truck with very few extras as his company
car, which was very much in keeping with the 29 cent hot dogs he
bought for lunch on his way from BYU to SSI most workdays.)

Bruce and Alan should have been elated with the
success, but they were too tired to get excited. Bruce was still
working fifteen hour days, six days a week, and teaching one or two
computer science classes at BYU. Alan now had enough money to
fulfill his goal of finishing his basement, but he was teaching a
full class load at BYU and spending at least 40 hours a week
programming for SSI. The new programmer, Dan Fritch, was hired not
to lighten their load, but to write a new version of SSI*WP for
another DG operating system called RDOS.

I was the sixth person to work in the business,
and the first person to quit. On my first day there, the owners
told me SSI did not withhold payroll taxes for any of its
employees. Right then I decided to return to the dairy case. My
first rule of business was to have a healthy respect for the
IRS.

Bruce, Alan, and Don asked me why I was
quitting. I tried my best to explain the differences between an
employee and a subcontractor, as well as the problems they faced by
treating everyone as a subcontractor. They listened closely to my
explanation and asked a few questions about basic bookkeeping and
accounting. These questions turned into a job interview for the
position of financial manager. Later that day they offered me a
full-time job for $24,000 a year starting November 1, with the
promise they would withhold taxes from my paycheck.

I immediately abandoned the drapery business for
the regular paycheck SSI offered. In theory, the drapery business
paid each partner $1500 per month, but that happened only when we
could afford it. To keep the business going, we had to keep our
expenses in line with sales. The only way we could do that was to
pay ourselves only if we had the money. To stay in the black, some
months we paid ourselves only $750, and one month that summer we
received nothing at all. $2000 every month was more than enough
incentive for me to move to SSI. My brother and brother-in-law
tried to keep the drapery business going for another two years, but
they could not make any money, even with one less paycheck to worry
about.

Although my business knowledge was limited to
what I had learned at my previous jobs, I was still an expert
compared to the owners of SSI. The situation reminded me of a
saying I had heard in South America while on a mission for the
Mormon Church, "In the land of the blind, the one-eyed man is
king." Although the owners were very good at writing and selling
software, none of them had much experience with running a business.
Besides not withholding taxes, they had not held organizational
meetings for incorporation and had no corporate books. While they
each claimed to own one third of the company, they had nothing in
writing and had not issued stock certificates. They had no business
license (something Bruce discovered), and they had a bad habit of
calling their expenses "miscellaneous," rather than keeping careful
track of how their money was spent.

Until I came Bruce would spend twenty minutes or
so every afternoon in line at the post office to mail out the
information packets. Too impatient to follow his example, I bought
a little food scale and some postage stamps, and with a postal
chart from the post office, I set up my own little postal center in
a closet at the office. This was a fairly remarkable thing in their
eyes--to be able to mail small packages without standing in
line.

Most of the things I did were very basic and
easy to do. I found an attorney to write the by-laws and the
minutes of the organizational meetings. I had stock certificates
printed. I arranged for the owners to have wills written for
themselves and their wives. I put together a monthly budget. I saw
to it that a new phone system with a real hold button was
installed.

It was not easy, however, to get the owners to
withhold payroll taxes. Don had a friend who was an ex-IRS agent,
and SSI paid him to give tax advice to the company. He disagreed
with me about the owners needing to withhold taxes from their pay,
since Alan and Bruce were teaching at BYU and Don always seemed to
have something else going. The ex-IRS agent changed his mind,
however, just one week before the end of the year, when he heard a
rumor than all subcontractors whose last name began with an O, like
Owens, would be audited. We paid the FICA taxes in a lump sum at
the close of the year, and luckily, the IRS levied no penalty.

My most enjoyable assignment during my early
days at SSI was learning SSI*WP. Computers had changed a lot in the
fifteen years since I had last touched them. Word processing had
not been invented when I was a kid. A few seconds at the keyboard
was all it took to convince me that word processing was magical.
Writing was at least ten times easier with the computer. A year or
so later, I would hear a Data General vice president say that a
computer was at least as seductive as a beautiful woman, and I
would understand what he meant. I was captivated by the
computer.

The only hard part about learning SSI*WP was
getting time on the computer. The company still used the Orem City
computer for most of its programming. We had only a small DG
computer (small in power, but large in size) in the office, and Dan
Fritch, the programmer for the RDOS project, needed it to do his
work. Unlike AOS, which allowed many users to run many different
programs at the same time, RDOS allowed you to do only two things
at once. Since Dan liked having P-Edit and the assembler running at
the same time, running SSI*WP was an inconvenience. It slowed him
down, but for a couple of hours each day he would use only P-Edit
and let me use SSI*WP so I could get the letters and information
packets out.

In January of 1981 I made what may have been my
biggest contribution to the eventual success of WordPerfect
Corporation. When the rough draft of the by-laws came back from the
attorney, I noticed a three-fourths majority vote was required to
elect or remove members of the Board or officers in the
corporation. Given the distribution of the shares, this was the
same as requiring a unanimous vote to make any significant change
in the organization. On my own I asked the attorney to change the
by-laws to require only a two-thirds majority, giving any two of
the shareholders the ability to control the corporation. Don agreed
to the by-laws without question. He cared little for small
details.

I suggested the change because the owners did
not seem very happy working together, and I was hoping to give the
company a chance to survive if the three ever split. It was not in
my mind to get rid of Don, but I wanted Bruce and Alan to have some
leverage if a battle for control of the company were to take
place.

The differences between the owners was
substantial. Bruce and Alan did not like Don's habit of calling
himself CEO of SSI, since the three had agreed to run the company
as equals. They also did not like Don's tendency to oversell the
product. I remember a time when a potential customer called asking
Don if we would support footnoting in the near future. Don put down
the phone (this was before we had a hold button), and asked Alan
when footnoting would be ready. Alan thought it would take six to
nine months. Don told the caller footnotes would be in the product
in three months. Alan heard the response and was very angry--one of
only three times I saw him angry in twelve years. Don defended
himself by saying he knew the customer would like our product
enough to wait patiently for footnotes, an assumption which turned
out to be true.

Alan and Bruce were also a little discouraged
with Don's frequent habit of declaring bonuses for the owners.
There seemed to be a bonus for every occasion: a Christmas bonus, a
spring landscaping bonus, a back-to-school clothes bonus. The most
expensive bonus was the DCC bonus. When the first check from DCC
came in for $40,000, Don declared a $10,000 bonus for each owner
and a $6,000 bonus for Dan Fritch for helping with the project.
After the bonuses were approved, Don remembered a $15,000 finder's
fee owed to Verdugo Computers, one of our dealers, for introducing
Don to DCC. After we received the big check, Don went ahead with
the entire amount of the bonuses, even though that left us $11,000
in the hole on the transaction. Bruce and Alan were happy to take
their share of the bonus monies, but they would have preferred to
keep more of the money in the company.

The biggest disagreement between the three
owners had to do with raising money. Don was impatient to get to
round four and make a lot of money, but Bruce and Alan were not
ready to sell stock to outsiders. Don seemed to be very discouraged
to find himself stuck with partners who cared more about
controlling their company and their products than they did about
making money.

By the end of January I had done everything I
could think of to make us financially legal and proper, and I was
running out of things to do. Since I had time on my hands, Don made
me a sales manager, even though I knew very little about selling
software. I had never even heard of the word "schmooze," a process
very important to the job. When you schmooze, you make friends and
build relationships in the hopes of convincing people to purchase
your product or influencing them to encourage others to purchase
it.

After only four months on the job, I was
beginning to feel comfortable around the computer. As Don suggested
in my first interview, I was reading the trade publications for a
few hours every night, and the acronyms, like RDOS, AOS, VM/CMS,
and MVS, were starting to make sense. In my spare time around the
office I was learning how to mount tapes, initialize drives, and
install software. The hardest part was understanding all the new
jargon. Years later I would understand that most of the terms were
generally descriptive and very unimaginative, but back then I was
afraid of misunderstanding something. "Mount a tape" meant to stick
a tape on the tape drive. "Initialize a drive" was a command to
wake up a disk drive so it would be ready to do some work. What
seems simple and straightforward now was very confusing at
first.

Despite my inexperience, I became a traveling
salesman for SSI, because we had more companies interested in our
product than we had people to travel. For my first trip I was
handed an airplane ticket and a reservation at the Hyatt and told
to visit a law firm in Phoenix to answer a few questions and pick
up a check. I made it to the law firm, answered the questions, and
picked up the check without a hitch. When I later made it to the
hotel, I was elated. I was not sure before I left home if I could
figure out how to rent a car or check into a fine hotel, but I did
it. I was awed by the adventure and especially by the beauty of the
Hyatt Regency. I had a lot to learn.

In February Don asked me to go to Europe to
train a new dealer in Holland and to meet with potential dealers in
Switzerland. This was truly an adventure for me. In the seven years
I had been married, I had spent only one night away from my family.
Unfortunately, the trip was not all excitement and fun. I arrived
in Europe in the middle of winter, and the dealer in Holland worked
me sixteen hours a day. I did not see any sunshine for one whole
week, because they picked me up at the hotel at 7:00 a.m., in the
dark, and delivered me back at 11:00 p.m. Staying in the hotel was
lonely and boring. I lay awake for hours each night staring at the
ceiling, because the TV programs were all in Dutch and I had not
brought enough books to read.

The trip on the train through Germany and on to
Switzerland was beautiful, however, and somehow I found my way to
the right hotels and eventually to the DG office in Zurich. I would
have felt good just getting to all the right places at all the
right times, but, luckily, I was also able to sign up a dealer from
Bern and return home with a check in my pocket for $5,500. That was
quite an accomplishment for someone who had never traveled abroad
or read a train timetable before.

Although SSI*WP was available only in English at
first, we had plans to create many international language versions.
As we found dealers in various countries, we asked them to
translate the program menus and help files into their native
languages so we could develop versions in those languages. We sold
the translated programs with English documentation, and in some
cases we worked with our dealers to publish a translated manual.
The fact that DG customers had few word processing choices made our
job fairly easy in Europe.

We were rapidly becoming a big fish in the
little DG pond. Businesses with DG computers had few choices if
they wanted to do any word processing. They could purchase SSI*WP
or they could purchase another computer. The other computers were
called dedicated word processors (because the computers were
dedicated to doing only word processing). Since the cheapest
dedicated word processor sold for about $15,000 per station, our
software, which could be used by anyone on the DG computer, was a
bargain at $5,500. Our problem was not price. Our software was
obviously much cheaper than the cost of another computer. Our
problem was convincing customers that SSI*WP could fit on their DG
computer without greatly affecting its performance. At the time,
most of the computers used in business were purchased for
accounting purposes, and the accounting departments were very
jealous about giving others in the company any time on them. If
SSI*WP slowed a computer down or, worse, if it ever crashed a
system, we lost a sale. We were much like a guest, allowed to stay
only as long as we were quiet and did not cause any trouble.

The profit margins in the software business were
very different than those in the drapery business. With many
competitors in the drapery business, we had to price our draperies
within 20% of our cost to win half our bids. If even one customer
did not pay us, we lost a lot of sleep. With almost no competition
in our small software niche, we had no trouble collecting thousands
of dollars for a product whose materials cost so little. Although
there were other costs for development, marketing, and overhead, we
were still working on much better margins than most businesses,
including many which are illegal.

As the year progressed, revenues grew and so did
the number of people in the company. Dan Lunt, who had done some
contract programming for the company in 1980, came to work
full-time at the start of the year. By summer we had a receptionist
and a part-time person to make tapes. We also started hiring a few
BYU computer science students to work part-time. Our small offices
behind the donut shop had filled up.

By the summer of 1981 we were starting to get a
little competition. Our most aggressive competitor was a company in
northern California which sold a product called TIPS, an acronym
for Text Information Processing System. By coincidence, the founder
of the company was a classmate of Alan's from the University of
Utah PhD program. Our other competitor was Data General, which was
marketing a product called AZText. Although both were inferior,
run-off products, we worried about TIPS because the company's
salespeople seemed to stop at nothing to make a sale, and about
AZText because it had the support of Data General behind it. Once
DG had a product of its own, we were considered a renegade and no
longer officially sanctioned.

As the summer wore on, Don did not come into the
office more than a few days a month. He spent a lot of his time
traveling in search of investors, even though Bruce and Alan told
him repeatedly they did not want to sell additional shares. When he
was in the office, he pushed hard for new features, so we could
stay ahead of the competition. He was also very negative about the
future. Don told me he thought we were headed for hard times,
because of our limited resources. More than once he talked of the
need to raise money, hoping Bruce and Alan would change their
minds. Don thought we might be able to sell part of the company for
$3 million so each owner could walk away a millionaire. I wondered
if he actually believed that our business would slow down, or if it
was an excuse to sell enough shares to outsiders so that Bruce and
Alan would end up owning less than half the company. I think Don
expected any new investors to vote with him and let him to control
the company.

Don also started a new company with his wife and
a friend from Washington, DC to sell terminals and printers to the
federal government. When he did show up at the office, we wondered
if he was selling software for us or selling terminals for himself.
When he traveled, we wondered if we were paying for our expenses or
his expenses.

As the months passed, the level of tension
increased. Coming to work was a nightmare. Don would get upset if
he was not involved in every sale, but it was difficult keeping him
involved when he was not around very much. Bruce threatened to quit
a number of times, because of the contention. Shouting matches were
common.

In early fall, Don asked me to move to Boston to
become the East Coast sales manager. My primary duty was to build a
closer relationship to DG, and I was to be paid a commission on all
sales in the East. The job looked attractive because it got me away
from all the stress and contention. I was tired of being the person
in the middle, trying to be loyal both to Don and to my
brother-in-law.

We quickly sold our home to Dan Fritch, and soon
I was back in Boston looking for a house to rent or buy. I was
there for about four days, when I started to have strong misgivings
about the move. As I would drive around trying to find a good place
to live, tears would stream down my face for no reason at all. I
finally decided it was a mistake to move, so I called the office to
see whether I would still have a job in Utah if I returned. The
extra money did not matter. Boston was not the place for me and my
family at that time. Dan did us a great favor by letting us out of
our agreement to sell him our house.

In November, Alan and Bruce decided it was time
to ask Don to leave. They were tired of the fighting and felt they
had plenty of excuses to end the relationship. They called our
attorney for instructions. The attorney put together a script for a
special meeting of the Board, which was much like the meeting I
would attend years later. I was at the meeting to take minutes,
with instructions from Bruce to kick him under the table if he lost
his nerve. When Bruce and Alan confronted Donwith their complaints,
Don was very repentant and promised to improve. Even though Alan
and I kicked Bruce in the shins repeatedly, he gave Don another
chance.

When Don promised to do a better job of working
as a partner in a team, I am sure he meant it. It was, however,
difficult for him to change. Don was used to running things and he
enjoyed being President and CEO of a successful software company.
He was good at what he did and probably felt like he was judged by
the wrong standards. He likely felt that his results should have
outweighed any of his perceived shortcomings. I believe his
personality was such that he could not work well with only one vote
out of three, especially when Bruce and Alan had the other two
votes. To Don, Alan and Bruce were programmers and intellectuals,
not businessmen. Despite Don's promise, conditions in the company
did not improve. Just after Christmas Bruce and Alan called another
meeting of the Board to tell Don they did not want him to be an
officer in the company any more. They were willing to pay him as a
consultant for one year if he would help with the sales that were
pending, but they did not want him coming into the office any
longer. Surprisingly, Don agreed to their proposal, and the motion
to remove him as an officer in the company was passed unanimously.
Don probably thought Bruce and Alan would regret their decision and
ask him to come back in a few months. He may have thought he was in
a no-lose situation. The consulting contract paid him almost as
much as his salary, and he still owned one third of the company. If
the company was successful, he would make money. If the company had
trouble, he might have a chance to regain control of it.

We finished 1981 with sales of $850,000, more
than double the $400,000 of the previous year. We had no idea how
well we would do in 1982, but we were not too worried about the
future. The struggle for custody was over, and Alan and Bruce were
in control of their company and their products once again.

All in all, Don's contribution to the company
was worth all the fighting. While I never understood why he was so
eager to sell out, I did admire his ability to sell a product
without spending a lot of money. A week or two after he left, I
mentioned Don's departure to a customer and tried to explain what
had gone wrong. The client, who was a little older than I, stopped
me short and would not let me say anything negative about Don. He
told me that some people are better at starting a business than
they are at running a business. He said that Don should be
remembered for what he did, not for what we felt he should have
done.
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Chapter 3: Children Masquerading as
Adults






After Don left, we were like little orphans
without any supervision. We knew almost nothing about management or
marketing, but we did not care. We were free to do whatever we
wanted to do, whenever we wanted to do it. The fighting was over,
and as long as we did not run out of money, we knew no one would
bother us. Like little children playing dress up, we did our best
to look the part and to imitate the way grown-ups played the
business game.

If we had wanted to practice medicine, we would
have needed a degree and some experience. If we had wanted to
practice law, we would have had to pass a difficult test. Running a
company, however, did not require proficiency tests, a college
degree, or any relevant experience. While running a business
profitably is arguably as difficult as any other profession, almost
anyone is allowed to give it a try, whether they are qualified or
not. It is like an inalienable right, available even to the
foolish, the young, and the senile.

We never considered hiring professional managers
to help us. In fact, the professionals were the enemy. They
represented "business as usual," which meant working for an
overbearing boss, fighting political battles, and living with
contention. When one banker suggested we look for someone with
experience to run the company, we found another banker. Having
gained our freedom, we did not want to lose it. For my part, I
enjoyed not having anyone looking over my shoulder to make sure I
wrote each letter correctly or said exactly the right thing to a
customer.

With Don gone, Bruce and Alan asked me to take
his place. Alan was to look after development, Bruce was to
concentrate on our international business, and I was to do the
sales and marketing for the US and Canada, while keeping an eye on
finances. None of us knew if I could handle the job, so I started
on a temporary basis. If I felt comfortable doing the job, I could
keep it. If I had trouble, I was supposed to help find someone who
could do the job, and I would then work for that person.

I asked for Dan Lunt's help because of his
technical background in computer science and engineering, which was
something I lacked. Dan's personality seemed to me to be better
suited to marketing than programming anyway. He had trouble sitting
in front of a computer for eight hours a day. After a couple of
hours of programming, he would wander around interrupting someone
or looking for something else to do. I was impressed with Dan's
sales experience--he sold real estate part-time for one year while
he was in college. It was not until years later I found out he had
never even sold a house.

Dan and I did not change much at first, except
to establish standard discounts for all resellers. Having to run to
the file cabinet to read a contract and find the right discount
before quoting a price was not practical. As quickly as we could,
we tried to give all our resellers a 40% discount, but it was not
something we could do overnight. In some cases it took us a few
years to renegotiate the old contracts.

If we had had more experience, we probably could
have found a lot of things which needed improvement, but we were
doing well just to learn what it was we were supposed to be doing.
It took us a year to figure out how to run the business. Although
our sales were not increasing significantly, our profits looked a
lot better once the large bonuses had stopped. We were never in any
financial danger, with expenses averaging about $50,000 a month and
sales averaging about $65,000.

In spite of our flat sales, Bruce and Alan were
not afraid to hire a few more programmers. Alan continued to teach
at BYU, so he was in a perfect position to recruit BYU's best
computer science students. He was a tough grader, and anyone
getting an A in one of his classes was a candidate for a job offer.
When Alan found students with exceptional talent, he and Bruce
would offer them part-time jobs and put them to work on one of the
programming projects. By the time they graduated, their work had
helped the company grow to the point where we could afford to offer
them good salaries. Eventually we used Alan's old grade sheets to
search for good programmers who had already graduated.

Alan Brown was one of the BYU students we hired
to work part-time. He was brilliant, especially at math. He could
do amazing things like perform hexadecimal computations in his
head. I think he had a photographic memory. He intended to go to
the University of California at Berkeley after graduation to get an
advanced degree and do research, but we hoped to one day offer him
enough money to change his mind.

He started work in the storage room, using a
door stacked on some computer boxes for a desk. The boxes which
supported the door belonged to SSI's new IBM Personal Computer. The
IBM PC was announced late in 1981, and we bought our first one in
February of 1982. Alan Brown's first job was to see if it was
possible to convert SSI*WP to run on the small IBM PC. Because
there were no programming tools for him to work with at first, he
did his initial programming in machine code. Programming in machine
code is similar to eating rice with tweezers: both take a lot of
time and patience. By March, Brown was convinced we could make
SSI*WP work on the new computer, so we decided to go ahead with a
PC project.

It was not a difficult decision. I remember when
a few of us were eating lunch at the local Sizzler, an eavesdropper
interrupted to say, "Are you guys writing a word processor for the
PC? So are we." So was everyone else. At least 200 companies would
introduce a word processor for the IBM PC within the next two
years. Most of these products would never make money, because the
market would get very crowded very quickly, but our risk of failure
was not as great as most of these other companies. Already many of
our Data General customers were planning to buy IBM PC's and hoping
to use SSI*WP on them.

There were other small computers we could have
supported first, like the Apple II or the Victor 9000, but the IBM
Personal Computer seemed to have the greatest chance for success.
IBM, especially in 1981, was well-respected. They seemed big enough
and powerful enough to do almost anything they wanted.

We would have liked to have had the first word
processing product for the IBM PC (as someone said, "If you are
going to march in a parade, you want to try to go in front of the
horses."), but we had a number of hurdles to get over before we
could put a lot of programmers on the project. Our first problem
was deciding whether to write the new version in assembly, which
was the language used on the DG version, or in a high level
language like C, Pascal, or Basic. Writing software in assembly
language is somewhat analogous to baking from scratch rather than
using a mix. The programmer has more control over the ingredients
of his program in assembly, but the programming requires more work
and more lines of code than it would if the programmer were to use
a high level programming language. Most of the high level languages
were not well suited for writing a word processor, although we did
consider using C. We had trouble, however, finding a reliable C
compiler for the PC. This, and the fact that programming in a high
level language usually produced a program which was bigger and
slower than one in assembly, convinced us to use assembly.

Once we decided to write the new version in
assembly language, we were forced to wait until May for an
assembler to come on the market. Once the assembler was available,
we still needed a good program editor. EDLIN, the editor that came
with DOS, was not worth using, so Alan Brown began getting P-Edit
ready to work on the PC.

In the meantime, the other programmers were not
wasting their time. They were working to improve the DG version,
and by now we had released version 2.0 of SSI*WP. They added a lot
of new features, including spelling checking, footnotes, and some
basic arithmetic which worked on columns and rows of numbers.

We had no systematic way of deciding what
features went into a particular version of the product, but many of
the improvements came from the suggestions of our customers, who
were constantly calling with requests for more features. If
something was easy to do and made sense, it usually made it into
the next version. If it was very difficult or not often requested,
we would usually put the feature on a schedule for a later release.
Sometimes if a customer absolutely had to have a feature right
away, and if they were willing to pay a few thousand dollars to
fund the work, we would take their money and move the feature to
the top of the list.

While our software was getting better, our
relationship with Don was getting worse. Even though we were paying
him as a consultant, we did not see him at all for the first few
months of the year. After a vacation in Hawaii, he went to England
as a consultant for his old employer, Itel. At Don's suggestion,
Itel was starting a distribution company in Europe to sell software
products for Data General computers. Don's plan to become a
software distributor was ahead of its time. Eventually software
distributors would become the primary means of getting software out
to dealers and customers, but to do it in Europe, in 1982, with
software only for DG machines, gave Don little chance of success.
There were not enough products or customers to support the
venture.

Even though Don still owned one third of SSI, he
chose to have his new company distribute our archenemy, TIPS, to
its dealers and customers. As I remember it, he asked us for
exclusive rights to sell SSI*WP in Europe, but when we dragged our
feet, he decided to go with the other product. It was very strange
to have a member of our Board of Directors promoting a competitor's
word processor. We were not too happy to see press releases and
TIPS sales literature containing Don's statements of endorsement
for their product.

When Don came back to Utah for a short visit in
April, we called a special meeting of the shareholders to remove
him from the Board of Directors. Surprising us again, Don voted to
remove himself from the Board and nominated me to take his place.
At the end of the meeting, he wished us well and encouraged us to
make him rich. He told us some day we would pay him $250,000 for
his stock. We offered him $30,000 right then, but he laughed. Don
went back to England for a few more months until his distribution
venture was abandoned.

I liked my new role as a vice president and
member of the Board of Directors of a young software company in a
new industry. After years of wondering what I would do with my
life, I had found my place. My job was so interesting and
challenging that it consumed my every waking moment. I was past the
point of being a workaholic. I would go to the office on Saturdays
and stay much longer than was necessary. I would take piles of
trade publications and literature home to read each night. I
dreaded Sundays, three day weekends, and vacations when I could not
go into the office. I was addicted to the software business and
could not get enough.

In the spring, Dan and I decided it was time to
advertise. We went to the local bookstore and bought a couple of
books on advertising. After reading a few chapters, we wrote some
copy and placed our first ad in a DG trade publication. When a few
leads came back, we thought advertising was a snap. That was the
first and last time we thought advertising was easy.

Our approach to advertising became our normal
approach to doing business. Whenever we felt we needed to do
something new, like pricing a product or working out a direct mail
campaign (direct mail is the polite name for junk mail), we would
buy a book, read a few chapters, and then do the best we could. We
never thought to use an advertising agency, a public relations
firm, or a consultant (Alan liked to repeat the joke that a
consultant was a guy who borrowed your watch so you could pay him
to tell you the time). Occasionally we were willing to get help
with legal and accounting matters, but never when it came to
matters of marketing, sales, or management.

If we had trouble finding a book on a subject,
we tried our best to figure things out on our own. Figuring out how
to sell our software so that we would retain the legal rights to
the product was one such problem. There were no easy answers and a
lot of conflicting legal advice. Some lawyers suggested using trade
secret law for protection. Others thought copyright law applied.
Some suggested applying for patents. The situation reminded me of
the times I was unprepared for an essay test in school. If I did
not know the answer, I would write anything and everything down in
the hopes of getting part of the question right. Attorneys were
doing the same thing. They did not know the answer, so they
suggested a little of everything.

In cases like these, where easy answers were
unavailable, we generally copied what IBM was doing. We decided to
"license" our software rather than "sell" it and try for copyright
and trade secret protection. We granted the customer limited rights
to use the software, but not to own it. No one knew if this
arrangement would stand up in court, but it was the best decision
we could make at the time.

Late in the spring we moved from our cramped
space behind the donut shop into what were for us some very
impressive offices. Novell, which started out in Orem as a computer
manufacturer, was losing money and had decided to move to a less
expensive location. Following their departure, we moved into
Novell's vacated offices, enjoying their new wallpaper and
carpeting.

I went to my first DG reseller conference about
this time. This was my first time at a resort hotel (the Camelback
Inn in Phoenix), and I enjoyed the speakers, the conversations in
the hallways, the club soda at cocktail parties, and the beautiful
surroundings. There was so much interest in SSI*WP that people
followed me everywhere, even to the men's room, to ask about it. We
were having no trouble winning sales away from TIPS and AZText.

While our customers and dealers seemed to love
our product, we did not get a lot of respect from the experts.
Occasionally a consultant would stop by the office to take a look
at the product. Usually it was because a hardware manufacturer was
looking for a word processor to purchase and call its own. Very few
of these consultants liked our product. They would ask stupid
questions like, "You don't look anything like Wang, so how do you
expect to sell your product?" It drove me crazy that the
consultants rarely knew how to type and never took the time to
learn how to use our product. After only a quick look, they filed
us away in their "losers" folder. Their lack of respect gave us
motivation to work harder and prove them wrong.

Although we did not understand it at the time,
we were one of many small companies disrupting the established
practices of the computer industry. As one consultant put it, we
were a renegade. Our product was strong enough that some DG
resellers (not DG, but their resellers) were going after word
processing bids with Data General machines. Although on a very
small scale, we were starting to take business away from
established companies like Wang, NBI, and IBM.

The profitable, well-established computer
manufacturers like IBM, Digital Equipment Corporation (DEC), Wang,
Hewlett-Packard (HP), and Data General were not used to outsiders
coming in and talking to their customers. In fact, the standard
purchasing process followed by customers and vendors made it almost
impossible for new or small vendors to sell their products.

Customers did not make a decision to buy a
computer one day and simply pick it up the next. First they sent
out an RFP (request for proposal) or an RFQ (request for quotation)
to invite interested vendors to submit bids for a new computer
system. The request contained a list of requirements for the
system. The manufacturers would read the requirements carefully,
and if they thought they could qualify, would submit proposals and
price quotations. Usually one of the computer manufacturers was a
favorite going into the bidding process and would try its best to
help the customer write the requirements in a way most favorable to
itself. This was one of the reasons IBM salespeople spent so much
time getting to know their customers. The vendor that helped write
the RFP could usually tip the odds of winning the bid in its own
favor.

The proposals which the customer received rarely
contained a mixture of products from more than one vendor. IBM sold
only IBM products, DEC sold only DEC products, etc. Since the
customer actually expected the system to work, vendors did not want
the bother of mixing and matching a group of incompatible products.
The proposals included hardware, software, systems engineering (any
special programming services), training (teaching the customer's
employees to use the system), support (answering questions from the
customer's employees), and maintenance (regular servicing to keep
it running smoothly and repairs when the system quit). This was
one-stop shopping.

Once all the proposals were in, the customer and
the interested vendors went through a mating-like ritual, filled
with meetings, presentations, demonstrations, promises, and a few
rounds of golf, until finally one vendor was awarded the bid.
Typically price was not the primary consideration. Though an IBM
computer could be as much as twice the price of a comparable DEC
computer, and a DEC computer could easily be twice the price of a
comparable DG computer, IBM outsold DEC, and DEC outsold DG.
Reliability was more important than price, and the winning vendor
was usually the one, of those that seemed to have the ability to
fulfill the requirements, that had the best reputation.

Once the bid was awarded, the customer and the
computer vendor were bound to each other forever, or at least until
the next RFP cycle. A detailed contract governed every facet of
their relationship. If the customer wanted to add something new to
the system at some point in the future, the contract required the
customer to get permission from the vendor. Typically any warranty
or representation of reliability was voided with any unauthorized
addition. Even if the vendor gave its permission for something new
from a third party, such as SSI*WP, the vendor usually blamed any
problems in the computer system on the added software or hardware.
This is one reason why we had to be so committed to customer
support from the beginning--we always had to prove we were not the
culprit if a problem came up.

The customer paid a high price for the
reliability and convenience of one-stop shopping. Typically a
vendor would not make all the components in a system, so it would
take other companies' products and private label them. (Private
labeling was when a vendor would put its own label on the outside
of another manufacturer's product and sell it as its own.) To buy a
NEC printer from NEC might cost $2,500, but to buy the identical
printer from Data General with a DG nameplate might cost
$5,000.

Our existence and success were a threat to these
cozy relationships and high prices. Instead of pushing customers to
buy a new computer, we tried to convince them to add our software
to their old one. Luckily, Bruce and Alan had chosen to create
SSI*WP on a Data General machine. DG struggled to win bids against
DEC and IBM, so they were more willing to allow a third party to
get involved. We were both an ally and an enemy to DG, which
accounted for the love/hate relationship we had with them through
the years. We had to tread lightly and be very careful about what
we did and said around their customers to receive their
cooperation.

As the largest and richest company, IBM
benefited the most from the old way of doing business. Ironically,
IBM was probably most responsible for bringing down the old
establishment. When they went outside the company for the operating
system for their new PC, they opened the door for other vendors to
sell to their customers.

The operating system (OS) is the first piece of
software which runs on a computer. This software does just what its
name describes--it operates the system. The OS software controls
all the pieces of the computer--the processor, the screen, the
keyboard, the disk drives, etc. If you turned a computer on without
an operating system, nothing would happen. With an operating
system, the computer comes to life and is then ready to run other
software. Other software products running on top of the operating
system were usually called applications.

In the single source, one-stop shopping old
world, almost every computer manufacturer wrote its own operating
system. This guaranteed that a computer from one manufacturer would
never be compatible with one from another manufacturer. It was
these incompatibilities which helped perpetuate the single vendor
solution.

Probably because they were in a hurry to get the
PC out the door, IBM decided to look outside the company for the PC
OS. CP/M from Digital Research, the most popular OS for small
computers, was the logical choice, but Digital Research somehow
dropped the ball when IBM came calling. Bill Gates and Microsoft
picked up the ball by buying rights to an OS very similar to CP/M
for $50,000 and then adapting it for the IBM PC. When IBM decided
to buy the PC operating system from Microsoft, and when they
allowed Microsoft to sell the same operating system to other
companies, they opened the door for other companies to copy their
machine. Eventually the same computer would be available from a
number of vendors, giving customers the chance to shop around and
get more competitive bids. The PC would turn the computer
establishment upside down. Microsoft, which was then a little
software company near the bottom, would one day end up on top.

By August of 1982, Alan Brown had P-Edit
working, and every programmer in the company, including Bruce and
Alan, started work on the PC version. They targeted November 15 as
the earliest possible release date and worked almost around the
clock to finish the program quickly. The PC version was almost
identical to the DG version, except that the PC version did not
need the code to handle multiple users. We also changed some of the
more violent terms used in the DG version, such as "abort" and
"kill," to words such as "stop" and "cancel."

We were in a hurry to get the program ready.
Throughout the summer we watched as product after product was
introduced. Easywriter, from Sorcim (their name came from the word
micros spelled backwards), beat us to market with IBM's help and
blessing. IBM worked with Sorcim to get Easywriter ready early, and
both companies sold the product under its own name. In this case,
the advantage did not matter, because both versions were bad and
bombed immediately. Volkswriter, a low-priced word processor, came
out and captured the low end of the market. Because the program had
a very limited number of features, the programmer who wrote it
could use Pascal, which was available before the assembler, without
worrying about the program's size.

WordStar came out around the middle of the year
and immediately captured a large share of the market. It had been
the most popular product for CP/M machines, and on release, became
the most popular product on the PC. WordStar made it out early
mostly by luck. The programmer who originally wrote the program for
CP/M had already left Micropro, the company which sold WordStar, by
the time the PC came along. The rumor was that the Micropro
programmers assigned to translate the product had a difficult time
understanding the CP/M assembly code, so they did a quick and very
literal translation to PC assembly. It was similar to translating a
book word by word from one language into another without trying to
understand the meaning of the sentences. Though it was hard to
believe, the program worked, although with a few bugs. By the time
we came out with our PC product, WordStar owned at least 75% of the
market, and the twenty or so other word processors already on the
market shared the rest.

One big problem we had getting ready for the PC
release was finding a new name for the product. SSI*WP was not very
catchy. I liked the name WordPerfect, but I could not get anyone to
support me. I thought of the name while pulling into a parking
space in front of our offices, when I had one of those "Ah Ha!"
type experiences. I liked the name, because it reminded me of the
idiom "letter perfect" and described something which was word for
word correct. I rushed into the office, sure that everyone would go
crazy and love the name, but no one did.

Months passed and we still could not agree on a
name, so we decided to hold a contest among the employees to name
the product. Whoever came up with the winning name would win $100.
From a long list of nominated names, we all voted for our favorite.
Word Plus and ProWrite received the most votes, and WordPerfect
came in somewhere near the bottom. In spite of a very poor showing,
I put WordPerfect on the list of names we gave to the attorney for
a trademark search, just in case we could not use one of the
winning names. It turned out there was already a word processor
with the name Word Plus, and there was a printer with the name
Prowriter. Because we had taken so long to decide on a name, we had
too little time to start over. Under these circumstances,
WordPerfect became the unpopular winner. The name was so unpopular,
in fact, that no one paid me the $100 prize money.

Despite its initial unpopularity, the name
proved to be a good one. It was so positive sounding that it made
any criticism sound untrue. It was like naming a soap, "Makes You
Look Younger," so the competition would have to say something like
"Use our soap instead of the Makes You Look Younger soap."
"WordPerfect" also sounded like a very good product.

That fall I called on ComputerLand's
headquarters to see if they were interested in carrying our
product. Their chain of franchised stores was the largest and most
important part of IBM's distribution channel at the time. We were
willing to offer ComputerLand an exclusive right to sell the PC
product if they would promise to pick us up, but, luckily, the
buyer I talked with was not interested in the offer. I did ask him,
however, how many copies a moderately successful product might sell
in their stores. The buyer said they had very few moderately
successful products. They generally had only hits and misses. A
miss sold almost no copies, but a hit could sell two to three
thousand copies a month. As he spoke, I quickly did the math in my
head. Three thousand copies was about $500,000 a month. I could not
imagine getting that much money from just one customer.

Dan took charge of advertising and planned to
have advertisements in the PC magazines on October 15. This was a
little early, but back then it was a common practice to advertise a
product before it was ready to release. Some companies went so far
as to advertise software even before they started the programming
work, making sure they had orders before they made their
development investment. At least our software was close to
completion when we ran the advertisements.

At Bruce's insistence, we committed all our
savings to the ad campaign announcing WordPerfect 2.20. I remember
how dramatic and daring it seemed when he said something like,
"We'll spend $100,000 on the roll-out if we have to." The ad we
came up with looked like the cover of a science fiction magazine.
It had a lightening bolt coming out of a man's head, going through
his hands, continuing through a computer keyboard, and writing
words on a piece of paper. The ad was beautiful to look at, but it
could have used some professional help. We were amateurs, and it
showed.

We officially announced the product with a
mailing to dealers and the press on October 15. Terry Brown, an old
friend who was hired in 1981 to help with documentation, prepared
the mailing. He also worked to get the manual ready to go to the
press on November 1.

When WordPerfect actually started working on
November 18, there was little time to celebrate. There were a lot
of bugs to get out, and the speller and the sort packages were
still not finished. At the last minute Dan decided we had to have
an Epson printer driver (the Epson printer was one IBM sold for the
PC with its label on it), so he went back to programming for a few
days to write the driver.

WordPerfect 2.20 for the IBM PC shipped the day
after Thanksgiving. It was a good thing WordStar was number one,
because we could not have handled a large sales volume. We did not
know how to assemble packages or how best to ship them. We did not
take the time or spend the money to have a typeset manual or
plastic template made. There were many things we had to learn
before we would be ready to take over the market.

Just moments before WordPerfect was supposed to
ship, we found some problems with the installation instructions. At
the last minute we typed up new pages with the word processor and
then photocopied, cut, punched, and put them in the binders. If
somebody wonders whether they have a first edition copy of
WordPerfect for the PC, they can know for sure if the first five or
six pages look like bad photocopies.

Our entire manufacturing facility fit in a room
about 25 feet square. We purchased a couple of disk duplicators,
but the machines could not keep up with our orders. For the first
few weeks we caught up by paying our older kids a dime a disk to
duplicate the disks at home. We also hired Alan's daughters to put
the replacement pages in the binders until the new manuals were
ready. We were still a small company with only 18 employees. Alan
was still coming in after hours with his older kids to clean the
offices for extra money.

Our orders department consisted of two people
taking orders at desks in the hallway at the center of our
building. We put some shelving up on the wall across from where
they sat to hold the ready-toship packages. With the order desk in
the middle of everything, we all knew what was happening. We all
liked to watch as the manufacturing people, led by Dan Lunt's
brother Ron, assembled the packages and placed them on the shelves.
We knew how well sales were going by the height of the stack of
invoices on the order desks and the number of boxes waiting to be
picked up. If manufacturing fell behind, we all pitched in to help
them catch up. It was an exciting time.

I remember the first WordPerfect sale. I had
come into the office for just a few minutes on the day after
Thanksgiving, and as I was walking out the door, the phone rang. On
impulse I picked it up. A man at the other end of the line said he
had seen our ad and asked to buy a copy. As I wrote down his credit
card number and his address, I was thinking how much easier it was
to sell PC software than DG software. The experience was almost
intoxicating.

In spite of the crowded word processing market,
our weird ad, and our cheap-looking manual, our phone seemed to
ring off the hook. Sales for the last quarter of 1982 jumped from a
quarterly average of $200,000 to $450,000. We finished the year
with sales of a little over $1,000,000. That was not much more than
the $800,000 we had made the year before, but we had done it on our
own without Don's help. By trial and error, we had learned how to
sell our DG products and how to introduce a PC product. We were
only a small group of friends, relatives, and neighbors with little
experience, but we were profitably running a million dollar
business while having a good time.

Our peaceful existence as unsupervised orphans
was about to come to an end, however. The stable, slow-growing DG
business was about to be overrun by a very unstable and rapidly
growing personal computer business. Soon we would not have the
luxury of solving problems and making decisions at a leisurely pace
in an isolated environment high in the mountains. We would have to
grow up quickly to keep up.
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Chapter 4: Starting School






Back in my drapery days, I used to lose a lot of
sleep thinking about all the deadbeats who owed the business money.
One guy in particular made me very angry. He ordered and received a
houseful of drapes and then refused to pay, claiming I had promised
him the drapes as a favor. When we tried to get help from our
collection agency, we found out the man was a disabled veteran and
his pension from the military, which was his only source of income,
by law could not be garnished. Occasionally I would see the man in
the grocery store, and each time my frustration would return and I
would lose a few more hours of sleep.

It took me seven or eight years to realize that
my anger was not helping the situation. I needed to grow up and
accept the fact that a small percentage of customers were going to
try to find a way to avoid paying for their drapes. Losing a little
money to deadbeats was just one of the costs of doing business. I
had to learn to hand the deadbeats over to the collection agency
and then forget about them. When Don Owens started selling TIPS in
Europe, we were similarly angry. How could we allow a major
shareholder who knew our business inside and out to work for the
competition? We wanted him out of the company immediately, but his
asking price of $250,000 was more than we could pay.

Although we were young in terms of business
experience, we were smart enough to go to a good law firm for
advice. Our attorneys suggested we dilute Don's holdings as a way
of urging him to settle for a smaller amount. Key to a legal
dilution was the agreement Bruce and Alan had with Eyring Research.
The old agreement clearly showed that Bruce and Alan were the
owners of the word processing software. Although Don may have felt
otherwise, Bruce and Alan felt they had never given up ownership of
their software to SSI. This claim put SSI in a very difficult
position. If SSI only owned the right to sell and enhance the
software, then Bruce and Alan were in a position to revoke this
right. Luckily for SSI, Bruce and Alan were willing to sell their
ownership rights to SSI in return for a big chunk of stock.
Unfortunately for Don, the effect of the sale would be to decrease
his percentage of ownership in the company.

Our attorneys expected Don to be very unhappy
with the transaction, but they also expected him to eventually
realize that he could not legally stop or reverse it. The attorneys
hoped that once Don owned a significantly smaller share of the
company he would sell out for a smaller amount. The possibility
existed, however, that Don would bring a lawsuit against us all.
The thought of being sued was a little frightening to me, because I
did not yet realize that lawsuits, like deadbeats, were a normal
part of doing business. I did not understand that a successful
company was bound to have at least one or two lawsuits against it
at any one time.

Our attorneys did their best to educate me in
the ways of the real world. They explained that running a company
was a lot like running a ranch in the Old West. Back then a rancher
could not count on the judicial system to protect his interests, so
he had to enlist his own hired guns to protect his property. If a
rancher was weak or had no stomach for a fight, rustlers would
steal his cattle and tougher ranchers would take his range.
Likewise, if we had no stomach for a fight, our software would be
stolen, our trademarks would be infringed, and our savings would be
taken by customers claiming harm from our products. If we did not
use our hired guns (our attorneys), our judicial system would not
protect our interests. We were fast becoming a company with deep
pockets, and we had to be willing to fight to prevent people from
emptying them.

I was not ready to believe the attorneys at the
time. I was still too young and too idealistic. Unfortunately, what
they were telling me was true. Even if a successful company is fair
and honest in every one of its business dealings, there will be a
few lawsuits. The only way to avoid them is to stay unsuccessful
and keep your pockets empty. As soon as you have something worth
having, there will be someone else who will try to take it.

It was a hard decision to risk the lawsuit with
Don, but Bruce and Alan were upset about his helping the
competition. Once we decided to go ahead, the first step was to
have an independent party appraise the value of the software as
well as the value of SSI. Next Bruce and Alan made a formal offer
to sell their software, which was appraised at about $500,000, to
SSI in return for more stock. A special meeting of the Board of
Directors was called in the summer of 1982 to consider the offer.
Although Don was no longer on the Board, he was invited to the
meeting so he would know exactly what was happening. Naturally he
objected to the purchase, but the Board voted to proceed. Don had
walked into the meeting owning one third of the company, but walked
out owning only 5%.

Don sued SSI and those of us on the Board as a
result of the sale. Throughout the fall and winter, depositions
were taken, and settlement offers and counter offers went back and
forth. I came to view my first deposition as a rite of passage. It
was time to start growing up a little.

By January, we were very anxious to settle the
lawsuit. I asked the attorneys to do whatever they could to
negotiate a settlement right away, before we were required to
announce our software sales. By now we were offering Don $100,000,
and he was asking for $150,000. We increased our offer to $139,000,
and for that amount Don agreed to sell his stock back to SSI and
drop his suit. $139,000 was all the money we had in the bank, but
it was certainly a bargain considering what WordPerfect Corporation
would be worth in a few years.

After the settlement, Bruce and Alan each owned
50% of the SSI stock. Not too much later they let me buy .2% of the
company. They talked about offering me more stock, perhaps as much
as ten or twenty percent, but I was not interested. I was worried
that one of my in-laws might someday claim I had taken advantage of
Bruce. I wanted only enough stock to be a tie breaker, in case Alan
and Bruce were to disagree or one of them were to die. SSI loaned
me the money to buy my .2% of the shares, and I wrote and signed a
buy-sell agreement, which gave the company the right to buy back my
shares at the price I had purchased them. I did this because I did
not want anyone to question my motives. Actually, I never even used
my vote to break a tie. In the years we were on the Board together,
I cannot remember an occasion when Bruce and Alan disagreed.
Decisions were always made by a unanimous vote.

Sales for the first quarter of 1983 were
slightly higher than the previous quarter, proving that our record
fourth quarter of 1982 was not a fluke. Almost overnight our PC
product had doubled the size of our business. While we did not have
a large share of the PC word processing market, our expectations
were so low that we thought we were wildly successful. Success is,
after all, measured by expectations. Had we known more about
playing the software game, we could have done far better that
year.

We learned a lot from watching Lotus do it the
right way. They spent about half a million dollars developing
1-2-3, which was approximately the same amount of money we spent in
developing the DG and PC versions of WordPerfect. They spent about
two million dollars on their 1-2-3 roll-out; their ads, brochures,
packaging, distribution, and public relations were all very
professionally done. We, however, spent only $100,000 on our
roll-out and generally looked like amateurs at everything we did.
1-2-3 would become the most popular spreadsheet as soon as it was
released. We would need five years to become the most popular word
processor.

Watching another company, Softword Systems, Inc.
(another SSI), also taught us some valuable lessons. They developed
a PC word processor for an insurance company back East and than
released that product to the public early in 1983. Their word
processor, first called WordMate and later MultiMate, was designed
to work like a Wang word processor. Wang apparently did not object
to the copycat product, probably because it had a multi-billion
dollar hardware business and was not interested in bothering with a
multi-million dollar software business. This other SSI would do ten
million dollars in sales in 1983, outselling us almost three to one
with what I thought was an inferior and outdated product.

Most of the blame for our comparatively slow
start belonged with my marketing department, but part of the
problem was our software. Our biggest software shortcoming was our
lack of printer support. While our Diablo support was very good,
our Epson driver was a kludge (a "kludge" is a makeshift solution
which is usually poorly designed and unreliable), and our support
for all other printers was minimal. Early reviewers also complained
about our paper template and unprofessional looking manual. We were
able to correct the problems with the template and the manual early
in the year, but the printer support would not be fixed until the
release of version 3.0 the following year.

One other serious problem was our growing
reputation for buggy software. Any complex software program has a
number of bugs which evade the testing process. We had ours, and as
quickly as we found them, we fixed them. Every couple of months we
issued improved software with new release numbers. By the spring of
1983, we had already sent out versions 2.20, 2.21, and 2.23 (2.22
was not good enough to make it out the door). Unfortunately,
shipping these new versions with new numbers was taken as evidence
by the press and by our dealers that we were shipping bad software.
Ironically, our reputation was being destroyed because we were
efficient at fixing our bugs.

Our profits were penalized as well. Every time
we changed a version number on the outside of the box, dealers
wanted to exchange their old software for new. We did not like
exchanging their stock, because the costs of remanufacturing the
software and shipping it back and forth were steep. This seemed
like a waste of money, since the bug fixes were minor and did not
affect most users.

Our solution was not to stop releasing the
fixes, but to stop changing the version numbers. We changed the
date of the software on the diskettes inside the box, but we left
the outside of the box the same, a practice known in the industry
as slipstreaming. This was a controversial solution, but our bad
reputation disappeared. We learned that perception was more
important than reality. Our software was no better or worse than it
had been before, but in the absence of the new version numbers, it
was perceived as being much better.

Because we had such a small market share, we
missed out on the biggest opportunity of 1983, the panic buying by
hardware companies. IBM's personal computer success led to reckless
efforts by other hardware companies, like DEC, Hewlett-Packard,
Tandy and Data General, to come out with their own PC's. Since
these companies were afraid of copying IBM's PC exactly, and
perhaps because they felt they could make better PC's, their new
computers were not completely compatible with the IBM PC. The
incompatibilities meant that IBM PC software applications would not
run on the non-IBM machines. Because software is essential for a
computer to be successful, the hardware companies were eager, if
not desperate, to pay the most popular software companies to port
their products to the new machines.

Hardware company representatives hurried from
one successful software company to another trying to hand over
their money. The lobbies of the software companies were like
crowded butcher shops, where customers had to take a number and
wait their turn. VisiCorp, the publisher of VisiCalc, was so busy
or so arrogant that it forced the hardware representatives to wait
weeks for appointments.

When Lotus announced it did not intend to port
1-2-3 to other machines, but would instead introduce and port a new
product (which would be called Symphony), the rumor was the
hardware companies together were paying a total up front fee of $32
million for rights to sell the unfinished and unproven product.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/20204
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
AlmostPertect

How a Bunch of
Regular Guys
Built WordPerfect
Corporation

W. E. Pete Peterson
Former Exccutive Vice President of WordPerfect Corporation





tmp_cdce1b6b89e9985d4a895edae680bc1f_8dot2h_html_16de993.jpg
AlmostPerfect

How a Bunch of
Regular Guys

Built WordPerfect
Corporation

W.E. Pete Peterson
Former Executive Vice President of WordPerfect Corporation





tmp_cdce1b6b89e9985d4a895edae680bc1f_8dot2h_html_5e9876ec.gif





