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der car is adequate for everyday use, as
a means of transport. When buying a
car, motorists have the choice between
something like this or perhaps a Jaguar
V12, more suited to motorway driving
over long distances. This is the chal-
lenge to the PC industry.

“It’s not for us to say you only use
a spreadsheet, so you only deserve
this amount of processing power.” Peo-
ple are buying products with various
things in mind, such as budget and the
life of a product. Also they want the
future built in. They don’t want to
have to throw something away a year
or so from now.

Qureshey is aware of the importance
of establishing your name in a crowded
market.

“It gives you the flexibility to estab-
lish yourselfin, if not brand new areas,
then complementary areas Distribu-
tors, resellers and dealers can then look
at a new product and say this is from
AST, I know what AST’s products are
like, what their style is and what their
approach is.”

AST is not alone in having to look

closely at its corporate structure and

policies.

“We have made fundamental changes
in the way we look at the industry. We
looked at many other industries as ex-
amples for us to learn from. I think

that we have a tendency in this busi-
ness to think that we are unique, and
that none of the lessons that we can
learn from the worlds of consumer elec-
tronics, and the automobile industry
for example apply to us. At different
times they have gone through the type
of changes that we are going throegh
now.”

Qureshey has formulated a “ hottom
to top” philosophy on pricing issues.
“If our industry is going to continue
to be as large as it already is, there is
no way that we can create and main-
tain artificial pricing levels, That type
of market is going to crash under its
own weight. We started pricing our
products based on cost, and not just
today’s costs. To this we add the costs
of continuing service, support and R&
D and from that we calculate our list
price. If you bought a car for $10,000,
and three months later it was retailing
at $8,000, and three months after that
it costs $5,000, you would feel Pretty
cheated.

People are making significant invest-
ments when buying these machines,
whether you're buying 50 or 100, 500
or 1,000.

“Basically companies are making their
money up front if they are bringing
something new to market. As soon
as competition starts to enter they

are forced into aggressive price cutting.
We want our products to form part of
the bottom line on price, and often we
find we are making more money in the
second half of the life of the product
than in the first. In the first half you’'re
trying to establish a product, get it re-
viewed, and these days reviewers are
interested in value for money.”

On the subject of the reputedly acri-
monious split with Wong, who left in
1988 when the trio could not agree on
how to turn AST around, Qureshey
shows no sentimentality. In fact Tom
Yuen has gone on record as saying
that:

“The outside perceived romance of the
three partners was always largely an
illusion.” says Qureshey: “We in man-
agement are paid to make decisions.
We don’t always make the right deci-
sion, but we have to correct our course
quickly instead of denying it. Our deci-
sion making process at AST was slow-
ing down.

“We felt that if Albert decided to leave
then we had enough of a strategy and
enough resources to be able to move
forward. A company should be able ta
continue and find its own destiny.
“We have a responsibility as AST’s
founders to create a company where if
Tom or myself were run over by a truck
tomorrow AST could carry on.”

Reprinted from Connexion 8 April 1992
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INTERVIEW

Safi Qureshey

Co-founder, Co-chairman and CEO of AST

In the twelve years since its founda-
tion, AST has manceuvred itself to
the top of the PC-compatible league,
breathing the same rarefied air as the
Jikes of IBM and Compaq, with even
Michael Dell gamely conceding that
AST has made it to third place on the
dealers shelves after those two. Some
industry commentators have gone so
far as to say that AST is now doing
{o Compaq what Compag did to IBM.

Things did not always look this good,
however. In 1988, AST was a near
victim of the personal computer wars,
but turned itself around, its share price
rocketing by 259% in one year.

The changing fortunes of AST have
honed ‘the commercial vision of its co-
founder, co-chairman and chief execu-
tive officer, Safi Qureshey.

Qureshey had his first contact with IT
when he attended engineering school
in Texas in the seventies. At that
time computers were still a compara-
tive novelty. Qureshey moved to Cali-
fornia in 1975 where he was introduced
to IT on a much larger scale.

The ijdea for AST evolved over time.
Qureshey became involved in intelli-
gent point of sale systems using micro-
processors, a new concept at that time.

He met another AST cofounder, Tom
Yuen at Computer Automation, then
a very successful mini manufacturer.
Yuen introduced him to Albert Wong,
a college associate of Yune, and the
AST trinity was complete. The trio
would spend their lunch breaks to-
gether, discussing their futures and
their careers.

They realised that there were only cer-
tain roles for engineers in the type
of company with which they were in-
volved. “If we wanted to express our
ideas we knew we would most likely
have to go out and do something on
our own, but we had no idea what to
do and no funding, "says Qureshey.

All they had to offer was themselves,

and the skills they had acquired up to
that point, so in 1980 they went into

consultancy. This was only a stopgap,
as they intended to set themselves up
in premises and do something in the
mini market.

They did not have to wait long for
their first major deal, which also gave
them an early exposure to the world
of networking. “AST Associates and
AST Research, got a contract from a
company in New York to build a high
speed LAN Ethernet had already been
discussed, but AST tock a broadband
transmission approach using standard
cable television and time division mul-
tiplexers.

“This was very challenging, and we
demonstrated the product to some
very large US companies. Some com-
panies would be interested in our small
prototype systems, but were waiting
for IBM, as they were unwilling to buy
a product from a small venture funded
company.

“Networking became a part of our phi-
losophy at that time, not just local but
also wide area. We saw the potential

for putting data on cable TV networks

in the US.”

AST completed its first major contract
in August 1981, and was in a dilemma
about what to do next, and wondered
whether it should seek another con-
sulting job or go into manufacturing.
At this point fate played its hand. On
the thirteenth of that month IBM an-
nounced the PC. It appeared in one of

the technical magazines.

“Tom came running in and said look at
this thing, this looks interesting. It has
right name on it and an open architec-
ture it’s going to be sold through Com-
puterLand, it’s got all of these things
going for it, let’s see what we can do
with it.”

While it all looked good on paper,
Qureshey had a little trouble getting
hold of one locally. < I called my
brother-in-law in Texas, there was a
Sears outlet that had them, and I
asked him to go and pick one up for us
and send it by Federal Express. That
was on a Friday. The following morn-
ing Tom and I were outside the Federal
Express office, waiting for it to open.”
IBM had also produced technical docu-
mentation that AST was unable to get
hold of, so with the aid of a test meter
Yuen and Qureshey sat together and
reverse engineered the machine.

“We saw the potential of the PC as
a buginess tool. The first products
that we developed were more than just
memory products, they were comms
products as well. We were the first
company to design a synchronous coln-
munications card because we knew it
would be used in IBM environments,
and we sold quite a lot of those cards
to people at IBM.”

In the beginning, AST had only lim-
ited software resonrces. Qureshey
would keep track of the people that
were buying AST products and ask
them what they were doing with
them. AST got into one market having
bought the rights to software designed
by someone else, bundling it with AST
hardware and selling the package as a
total solution. Qureshey believes that
AST was responsible for the first true
comms product for the IBM PC, some-
thing that went beyond the serial and
parallel ports.

On ihe question of whether or not
users now have more processing power
than they need or can use, Qureshey
uses the analogy of the motor car,
“For most people, a small four cylin-
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Informix offers special discount to ISI

Following the discussions held between ISI and Mr. Pratap Chu-
dasama, Managing Director of Infodata, the Middle East repre-
sentative of Informix Company, Informix agreed to give an special
offer to IST members.

“As a special contribution towards promoting RDBMS technol-
ogy in Iran, we would be pleased to offer the Society, MS-DOS
version of Informix in US$300. This should be treated as Info-
data’s contribution in the ISI’s promotional activities”, Sharad
Gaidhane, Marketing Manager of Infodata commented in his let-
ter to ISI.

The package which runs on 386/486 based IBM or compatible
machines includes:

¢ INFORMIX-4GL RDS, SE
e INFORMIX-ID
¢ INFORMIX-SQL

and it’s list price is US$1890. The special $300 offer applies only
to ISI members inside the country and will be valid for 1993,
Applicants should transfer a money-order to Infodata’s account
and also sign an agreement with ISI for not duplicating the soft-
ware.
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