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When I was a child in the 1960s I remember reading an article in a Sunday  newspaper about the fabulous push-button world we would be living in come the year 2000. Well, that date is well behind us, and we can see now the extent to which the prediction has come to be.

I write this column while travelling in the USA. I left home in a bit of a hurry and forgot to bring my laptop computer’s power supply with me. No problem, I thought, I can buy one when I get there. I had a two hour layover at San Francisco airport, so I got on the phone.
I couldn’t get my credit card to work. I tried two different cards in two different phones, so I figured it must be me. I asked one of the attendants in the lounge to help me, and after about ten minutes we worked it out. After a bit of fiddling around I found the number to call for information, then I got my laptop vendor’s number and asked them for the names of some of their dealers in Seattle, my ultimate destination.

I was given a few names, which I rang. One number simply didn’t answer, the two others had out of hours recorded messages (it was noon on a Thursday). I rang my vendor back and got the names of some other dealers. Same problem. One number was inoperable, one had a recorded message, another gave me one of those circular runarounds that got me nowhere, least of all a conversation with a human being. All this took me an hour or so
Then I realised I should be able to order my part directly through the vendor. So I called back, and after more automatic telephone running around I attempted to place my order. But first I had to find out the part number, which meant talking to someone else, then back to the parts department.
We worked out the order, but then had a problem with my credit card. It was not a US credit card, so I had to get a special authorisation. After another hour (I nearly missed my plane), my order was placed, for next day delivery to the address in Seattle where I would be staying.

Three days later, as I write, it has yet to arrive. When I rang and enquired, there was no record of the order. Not only did my quoted order number not exist, neither did the part number. But we sorted this out, after 30 minutes. I was talking to the wrong area of the company, which had a different ordering system. My power supply will be here real soon.

No problem, I thought, I’ll take the weekend off and get the ferry to Victoria in British Columbia. Nice place. How to do it? Ah, the Internet. After 30 minutes of grappling with some of the worst designed and flakiest web pages I have ever come across, I gave up. I tried the phone. Too late at night, the booking office was closed. Oh well, I thought, I’ll keep the car another day and go for a drive somewhere.

So I rang my rental car company to change my reservation. You have to call the place you hired it from, the woman at the end of the 1-800 number said. I rang the office at SeaTac airport. I was of course answered by a recorded message that says we’re here to help you 24 hours a day, pick from the following options.

I pick the extend rental option, which tells me to ring back the next day during business hours. Undaunted, I return to my computer to do some work while its batteries are still working. I needed to set up my international Internet access, which I had let lapse because I haven’t travelled much lately. This involved downloading a small piece of software. But I didn’t have Internet access. So I used my host’s computer.

But the file was about 2 Megabytes – bigger than a floppy disk. How would I transfer it across? He had a CD burner on his computer. But it was set up only for burning audio CDs. So, I tried to download some data burning software. None of them worked, I worked out after a few hours. What about the floppy backup function in Windows, which allows you to make files larger than the size of a floppy?

I tried that. But when I attempted to copy the file onto my laptop, I found that the backup formats on his Windows 98 machine and my Windows 2000 machine are different. So I’m now going to get local Internet access, or call Australia direct at vast expense, to get the file onto my computer.
Yes, I’m travelling, and yes, I’m out of my comfort zone, but you get my point. I’m two days into my trip, and every encounter I have had with technology has been less than satisfactory. My newspaper of 35 years ago was right. It is indeed a push button world in the 21st century. I’ve pressed hundreds of buttons the last two days. But it is a push button world of inefficient and incompatible systems, of poor design, of lousy service, and of technology gone wrong. One day …
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