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Gettmg wired for college

Compaq Armada 1510DM laptop
is loaded with features helpful
to students / Simson Garfinkel

QING OFF TQ
college? If so, then
you {or your folks)
are probably think-
ing about buying
some sert of computer for word
proeessing, erunching homework
asgipnments, salancing your
checkbook, and reading e-mail,
(You're not supposed to have time

for computer games.) Now the big

cuestion: What to get?

For anybedy going off to eol-
lege for the fist time, my advice
is simple: Wait. Mozt colleges pro-
vide computers, Internet accegs,
e-mail, and even printers for stu-
den: use. Not only is yeur tuition
already paying for thess systems,
but you are ako paying to up-
grade them, hack up their data,
and fix them when they break. If
you can use your college’s comput-
ers, you'll save money and make
friends.

Unfortunately, mosi-colleges
are quite strapped for money
these days, and computars are ex-
pensive. If you depend on your
college’s computer, you might find
yourself waiting in longines to

- get in front of a keyboard - par-
ticularly at the end of the
semester, when you need to be
working most. For thatreason,
many students end up huying
their own machines.

I you want to buy a Mae, then
buy a Mac, Macs are very popular
in higher education, and many -

universities sell them on eampus
at substantial discount. But before
you part with your money, call a
few of the larger mail-order com-
panies such as Mac Connastion
{800-534-4444), Mae Warehouse
{800-255-6227), or Mac Zone (800-
248-08003, to see if they can mateh
or beat the prics. You'll save sales
tax and still qualify for on-campus
service at the anthorized Apple
service center,

Many if not most of you,
though, will be buying a PC. One
reasoz is ehoice. There ate more
models and prices to chocse from
and you can can run either Win-
dows 25 or Windows NT. You ean
aiso run Linux, a free UNIX oper-
ating gystem that's very popular
among students in scienee and en-
gineering departments. Andina
few months, you'll also be able to

~ run the Be operating sysiem that

I wrowe about afew weels ago.

The next big choice iswhether
to buy a laptop er a deskiep ma-
¢hine. Desktop systems are
generally cheaper and easier to
upgrede or expand. Laptops have
the huge advan:age that you ean
take them to class, to lab, or to the
library. On the sther hand, lap-
tops are easier to steal —and there
has been a rash of laptop thefts on
campises in recent years,

For the past month, Fve been
teating the Compag Armada
1510DM laptop eomputer - a low-
cost machine that has a ki going

for the typical student. To make
things even better, Compaq just
cut the prices of the Armada 1500
family, making the systems more
affordable. Even if you don't want
to buy this laptop, you can use its
ample featurss as a checklist to
eompare against sther makes and
models.

The Armada 1510 comes with

& full inventory of multimedia

hardware. There’s 2 CD-ROM
drive, which is vital these days for
installing software, 2 3.5<inch flop-
py drive, a ! gigaoyte hard drive,
and an 300x600 pixel screen,
There is a touch pad, which I find
preferable to either a track ball
(which gets dirty) or a poiming
stick {which gives me shoulder
pains), There are jacks for a mi-
crophone and a headset, which
make it easy to listen 1o an audio
CD white you are hacking en your
history homework. There’salsoa
built-in 33.6 modem, although if
you are in a dorm room, you'll
prebably be accessing the Inter-
net witk an ethermet card (zot
inelnded).
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The Armada has 2 buili-in AC
adapter, so you dor’t have to carry
one of those bulky bricks with you
to the ibrary. You tan slide cut
the floppy drive and slide in a
spare battery, giving you four
hours of power when running
Windows NT and wp to six hours
when running Windows 95. And
there’s a low-eost docking stetion
svailable that includes an ethernet
adapter end turns vour laptop into
4 desktop machine.

On the minus side, the Armada
doesn’t antomatically go to sleep
when you close the lid — I've often
run down the hattery by forget-
ting to hi: the big sleep button at
the top of the keyboard, The sys-
tem weighs nearly 8 pounds,
whick is quite a lot to lug around
every day. It lacks these Hittle
folding doors on the PC-card slots,
making it all too easy to get dirt
inside. And to save 4 few pennies,
Compaqg doesn't ship the sysem
with any CD-ROMs or floppy
disks tha: would let vou restare
your operating system in the
event of & disaster. Instead, you
have to call the company’s “fulfill-
ment hotiine” and ask them to
ship the disks eut ta you separate-
ly Fortunately, there is no
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The Armada lacks bundled
software that's ineluded with
Compag's Presario series. This
should be fine with most students,
sinee many universit'es have site

# licenses for popular programs and

their own software packs that stu-
dents can load up for free,

But the warst part about the
1516DM isthe STN screen. The
colors are washed out, it’s nearly
impossibleto read the screening
brightly Htreem, and T am forever
losing track of my mouse cursar.
(f course, the system is available
with a fabulous 12 1-inch TFT eol-
or display, but that costs nearly
$1,000 more, Most stadents will
probably skimp on the screen end
instead buy a 15-inch video moni-
tor (there is an external video jack
on the back).

When you are buying a PC,
one of the most important things
is to get a Iot of memory. If you
have less than 32MB, you'll find
yourself waiting whenever you
switch between applications. Un-
fortunately, laptop memory is two
1o three times more expensive
than desktop memory, which leads
many people o cut themselves
short. Do yourself a favor: Der't.

Finally, if you buy a laptop for
school, be sure to get a service
contract before your warranty
runs out. You'll be glad you did.

Compayy's Armada 16510DM is
priced at $1,798 for the base eon-
figuratior, and $2,999 for the
16306DM with the TFT screen,
The truly tudget-minded shoud
look at Compaq’s Armada 4106,
now priced at $999 for an SMB,
100MHZ Pentium system.

Technology writer Simson Garlin-
kel cun be reached af plugged-
in@simsonnel.




