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You know what I hate? I hate PDAs. That’s right – personal digital assistants. Palm Pilots and the like.
I have tried most them over the years and found them wanting. And there’s nothing more frustrating in a business meeting than watching someone struggling with one while they try to see if they are free at 11am next Wednesday, when I can tell the same thing by glancing in my diary.

It’s true that many people swear by these ridiculous little devices, but I reckon they are having themselves on. I’ve yet to see one do most things more efficiently than a manual system. You can’t scribble in the margin of a Palm Pilot.

Don’t get me wrong. I’m actually a gadget freak. I love cool bits of technology. It’s just that after years and years of trying them, I can’t see the use of these things. I am a stickler for time management and personal organisation, and over the years I have developed a hybrid computer-based and manual way of organising my affairs that works very well.

I use Microsoft Outlook as my email, calendar and address book, I use it so often for so much that it is my primary application, the first I open and the last I close, and the only application I keep permanently open on my desktop. Outlook is not the world’s most elegant piece of software, but it is very powerful. Once you have mastered its idiosyncrasies it’s wonderful. I live on email, and use my in-tray as a sort of to-do list. I never let my in-tray have more messages than will fit on one screen, and make great use of folders and sub-folders to organise my work.

The address book is very powerful, and I print out a list of my 20 or 30 most commonly used phone numbers every few months. I also use the calendar feature, but I only update it every week or so, when I print out the next few month’s appointments in a month per page format. I use those printouts just as I would a normal manual diary, incorporating my scribbled notes into Outlook when it gets a bit untidy. I include meetings I have already had, so that it becomes a permanent record of my activities.

I do not use Outlook’s task function. I have found it to be ridiculously complex and over-functioned. I keep a simple one page to do list in Microsoft Word, categorised according to my current activities, which I update and mark with a highlighter pen each morning. Try doing that with a PDA. That gives me my task sheet for the day. Works like a charm.

Now all this means that I am carrying around a small folder – I use a clip board, which has my to do list, the next few months of my calendar, my common phone numbers, and some other information. This little folder, updated regularly with printouts from Outlook and Word, runs my life.
It is bigger than a PDA, but infinitely more useful. I also throw into it printouts of the email pertaining to meetings I am having that day. The size is hardly an issue. I am always carrying a magazine and the day’s newspaper, and I’m constantly being given brochures and other A4 sized documents, so I would have to be carrying something that size whether I carried a PDA or not.

And, of course, I carry a mobile phone, one of those little baby Nokias that you don’t even feel in your pocket, and which can also carry all the phone numbers I need. Who needs a PDA? They’re hopeless for entering data, they’re bulkier than a phone, they’re altogether pointless.

For a while now I’ve been of the opinion that mobile phones and PDAs will merge. But I had a play recently with the Nokia 9210, which is pretty well state of the art. It is a good PDA (if such a thing exists) and even has a proper keyboard. It downloads and uploads into Outlook, and it’s got a great screen. It also works very well as a phone.

It is a technological marvel. But it is much bigger than a normal mobile phone, and you can’t just throw it in your pocket. I’m starting to think that mobile phones and PDAs will not merge. They have different functions. A phone just needs to be light and small. Make a PDA too small, and it’s useless for data input. I think a device needs a keyboard to be truly useful.
Recently a bought a machine that is the answer to my dreams. It’s a Sony Vaio sub-notebook. It’s got a full-sized keyboard and a little clamshell screen/lide that means the whole thing is no larger than that keyboard. But it’s a fully blown PC, with Windows XP and a 20 Gbyte drive. I can download my data files into it easily, I can do proper emails with attachements, and it’s easily good enough to write long articles on. And it weighs less than a kilo and fits in a coat pocket.
I don’t think I will ever own another PDA.
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