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Salvaging Mini-based CAD








A lot of CAD-using organizations are faced with a dilemma.  On the one hand, the CAD system is minicomputer based.  On the other hand, the costs of PCs are so irresistably low for such a lot of power, they want to move off their once-expensive-and-deluxe terminals. AGE Logic of San Diego, California, has X-terminal software that bridges the gap.  


AGE’s unix-to-PC product goes beyond its competition; interestingly, it was the first unix-to-Windows software to be certified Win95 (and therefore, WinNT) compliant.  Working closely with companies such as Mentor Graphics, Cadence Design Systems and other CAD/CAM software suppliers, AGE’s XoftWare for Windows, EDA Edition and XoftWare for Windows 95 and WindowsNT, EDA Edition was engineered to support graphic intensive EDA applications.  Effectively, the PC becomes a -- superior -- X-terminal.  At the same time, all the other things PCs can do are at hand, and some interesting migration paths suggest themselves.


Graphical UNIX software programs such as CAD/CAM and EDA applications are written using a programming language and environment called X Windows.  The X Window environment is Client/Server based wherein each application (client) requires a server (in this case an X Windows server) to operate.


The X Window System lends itself to networking environments due to its client/server architecture.  Within the X Window System the client or program runs on a host machine, typically a UNIX host.  The X Windows Libraries (Xlib) are host specific and communicate directly with the local host architecture.  The server plays a similar role in that it takes advantage of the local architecture to display graphics, draw windows, accept keyboard input, etc.  All of this information is passed over a network back to the client for processing.


Accessing UNIX-based applications across a PC network has been simplified with the advent of robust software running on top of the organization’s existing hardware installation.  For graphical UNIX applications -- CAD -- speed and performance is directly linked to the hardware engine.


The faster the processor speed of the PC the better.  AGE recommends a minimum configuration of a 486DX/2 66 with 16Mb of RAM.  The display adapter is important because the drawing speed of the X server depends on display adapter capability.  A high performance board (at least 32 bit) with 2Mb of RAM and support for 256 colors is recommended.  Since tier-two 100+ mHz Pentium machines with that much memory and a suitable display adapter can be had for less than US$2500, that is no great difficulty.


AGE tells prospective buyers to check with their CAD vendor.  The company also strongly recommends against buying older 16bit technology (AGE’s software is 32bit, as you’d guess from the Win95/NT compliance).  Finally, the company recommends a try-before-you-buy deal.  There is no substitute for seeing how things work in your environment, with your software, hardware -- and users.


Advantages of implementing a shop-wide X server solution include the time and cost savings associated with leveraging existing hardware capabilities, the low cost of implementing a software connectivity (vs. hardware connectivity) solution, and the increased productivity associated with added flexibility and interoperability.  PC X servers become effective productivity tools in large shops, particularly.  E. g., consider this situation: An engineering executive needs to review an engineering drawing drafted on a unix CAD workstation or other UNIX system.  With a PC X server, the executive accesses, displays and even modifies the drawing without either the engineering executive or the designer leaving their respective offices.


As more and more systems and network administrators look for a cost-effective way to access X applications across their networks, PC X server software is a clear winner — it’s easy-to-use, cost-effective, utilizes existing hardware and supports most TCP/IP and communications software packages.  With PC X server products available for DOS, Windows, Windows NT, PowerPC, OS/2, Macintosh and Power Macintosh platforms, an X server software solution fits nicely within any heterogeneous computing environment.
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Donald Jenner has been writing about computer graphics since 1986, in publications both here and abroad.  The author of Learn Desktop Graphics & Design on the PC from Addison-Wesley, Jenner is the principal of  Donald Jenner Consulting in New York and a teacher in the City University of New York.
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