Philipson column for 3 September 2002 

A month or so I wrote in this column about my dislike of PDAs (personal digital assistants). My words attracted many email responses, many of them agreeing with me and many of them not.
I received one nice email from the Melbourne PalmOS users group, which asked me to elaborate on the system I used instead of a PDA. This is what I sent them:

“To each his own. As my Mum used to say, it would be a funny old world if we were all the same.
“I use MS Outlook on my high end desktop, synched to my Sony Vaio subnotebook, which is networked via Windows XP when I am in my office (I work from home). I use MS Word for my categorised to do list – I find all the specialised ones more trouble than they are worth.
“I keep it very simple. I have printouts of my to do list and the next three month’s appointments in an A4 folder I would have to carry anyway. That means I am have non-electronic I/O on the run which never runs out of power, which I can jot stuff into easily, and which is instantly accessible.
“Transferring jotted notes to Outlook and my to do list and printing stuff out when necessary takes only a few minutes, and is part of my organisational process in any case. My mobile phone keeps all frequently used phone numbers (though it would be nice if my Outlook address book downloaded into it).

“I am as busy as anyone I know. I am constantly working on multiple projects, and I travel a lot. I have tried every system imaginable, and while my current one is no doubt not perfect, it works a charm for me.

“But all the technology in the world will not make a disorganised person organised. Most important thing of all is to keep a tidy desk and a tidy mind. And get up early, and don’t watch TV. Be kind to other people, and to dogs.”
That neatly sums up my philosophy. It is important to be organised, but less important how you do it. I received torrents of ill-mannered invective, such that I have now put PDAphiles in the same place as Linux bigots and Mac attackers in my brain – small-minded people who get religious over irrelevancies and who abuse others whose brains allow for greater diversity in the world.
But, as my comments above indicate, I have an open mind on the subject. Traditional Palm-type PDAs I regard as useless, but they become much less so when they have some sort of wireless connection that allows you access to various data services or the Internet. I also commented on how nice it would be if my Outlook address book downloaded into my phone.

The nice people at Handspring subsequently gave me a lend of a handy device called the Treo 170g Communicator. It’s a combined mobile phone and PDA, and I have fallen in love with it. I still use the combined electronic / manual system for my appointments, but the Treo downloads my entire Outlook file into a device that is first and foremost a mobile phone.

It also has a little keyboard, which means I can send SMS messages without learning semaphore or damaging my brain too much. I can surf the Net, and my appointments from Outlook are also there (though I prefer them printed out on paper).
I have been in two minds as to whether the PDA and the mobile phone would merge. After seeing the Nokia 9210, I doubted it. After using a Handspring Treo, I am now convinced they will. To my mind, the Treo makes all previous phones and PDAs obsolete. It does all a Palm Pilot does and more (the people who started Handspring all came out of Palm), and it also does all a mobile phone does and more.
The PDA market is quite interesting. Since Apple’s ill-fated nearly Newton ten years ago many companies have tried different types of handheld devices. Palm has been the market leader, but there have been some interesting and popular devices from Compaq (the iPaq), Sony, Psion and others. It is a very competitive market, with a few different architectures competing.

Handheld devices need not be PDAs. Most couriers that come to my house now have a little black box that’s connected via wirelessly to base. It’s a type of ruggedised PDA, but it has a specific purpose, and it is its communications capabilities that make it special, not the fact that it has a little organiser inside it. Improved communications have made these devices very popular – market leader Symbol has increased its revenues in Australia tenfold in the last few years.
I don’t hate PDAs. I just hate the limited range of things they do, and the cumbersome way they do them. When equipped with wireless communications, they are a different device altogether. When they are also a phone, like the Treo communicator, the game changes completely.
I am a Treo user now. I will never go back. I remain of the same opinion about PDAs, but the Treo is not a PDA.

graeme@philipson.info
