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New laptop doesn’t sit well

Smaller, lighter PowerBook fails
to live up to hype, only highlights
limits of OS 8 / Simson L. Garfinkel

LITTLE MORE THAN
2 year ago, rumors start-
ed swirling in the
Macntosh nuser proups
about an ultrafast, ul-
tralight Macintosh laptep, built by
1BM and desipned to be sold in
Japan. The machire was supposed
to be one of the many fruits of the
partnership between International
Business Machines Corp. and Ap-
ple Computer Ine. Unfertunately.
if you wanted one of these won-
ders, the rumors went, vou would
havs had to buy a plane ticket to
Tokyo: The laptops were not go-
ing to be soldin the United States.

This summer we learned that
though the rumors had been part-
Iy true, Apple and TBM had
decided to team up and sell the
machines hers as well. Early
copies of the computer, dubbed
the Macintosh PowerBook 2400¢,
dotted the fioor at the MacWorld
Expo last month in Bosion. A few
weeks later, 1got a califrom Ap-
ple: They wanted me to test-drive
one of the machines.

I had a lot of doubts about tak-
ing on the 2400¢, as 1 had just sold
my PowerBock Duo Z38c and
abandoned the Macintosh plat-
form for Windows NT. But at
MacWorld, a iof of peogle told me
I should give Apple another
chanee. They also said the 2400¢,
coupled with Apple’s new Mae OF
8, would make me switch back.

Unfortunately, neither the

new rachine nor Apple’s new op-
erating system can provide the
value and performance ecmmon
with PC laptops.

The 2400c’s main selling point
is its weight and size. At 4.5
pounds, the computer weghs a
third less than most PC laptops,
and its case is an inch sharter in
both width and length. At the
same time, the machine has a
sereen with 800x600 pixek, 2 1.3
gigabyte hard crive, two PC card
slots, external video, an infrared
port, and a track pad. There are
also connectors for Apple Desktop
Bus (keyboard and mouse), 2
printer/modem serial port, and
the external floopy disk drive. The
machine cotnes with 16MB of
RAM; you can buy another 32MB
for about $400.

The 2400¢ is fast enough for
word processing, thanks to a
PowerPC 603e microprocessor
running at 180 mhz and arespect-
able 256K level 11 cache. But
rurtning standard applications
such as Quicken, Microsoft Word
6.0, and Netscape Navigator, the
machine iz still noticeably slower
than 2 100 mhz Pentiwm computer
running Windows NT. Although
the PowerBook does have a faster
CPU (eentral processing unit),
much of that power is being spent
emulsting the instruction set of
Apple’s last-generation 68K mi-
croprocessors. This computer
really worr't fly entil it is running
Apple’s next-generation Rhapsody

operating system, which is sup-
posed to be released sometime
next year,

My biggest complaint with this
PowerBook is that IBM made it a
little too small, and Apple didnt
bother to make it bigger. The key-
board also has an annoying right-
shift key. Instead of extending the
length of the key to the “%" key as
with a traditional keyboard, the
right-shift key is cut in half and
placed next to a false, unmovable
button on which my right pinky
naturally sits. There’s no explana-
tion for this exeept bad design.

Several Macintosh enthusiasts
at MaeWorld said T would get
used to the smaller keyboard; I
haven't.

The laptop’s sereen, mean-
while, is 2 squint-producing 10.4
inches diagonally; teday's PC lap-

tops typieally have screens that
measure 12.1 inches,

The 2400¢ does not have built-
in Ethernet, so I tried using my
Dayna Communicard Etherret
adapter. At first, Dayna’s driver
was incompatible. After contact-
ing the company, I got a beta
version of the new driver, Al
thorgh this eard works, I have
had numerous crashes an system
start-up. I get around these by
plugging the PowerBook into my
network after it is booted up.

Apple sells the 2400¢ withk Mac
08 7.8, bat you can upgrade to 08
8 for less than $10. The fact 3, this
rew operating system hag been
another disappoiniment, Apple
says 08 8 is its best-selling oper-
ating syssem ever, but I am hard-
pressed to find ways that it is
significartly better than 7.6. Al-
though OS 8 has a bunch of glitzy
new features, many of them were
previously available to usersof
Now Software’s Now Utilities. In
fact, Mac OS 8 still fails to offer

The Maciutosh PowerlBook 2480¢’s higgest selling point is ifs weight and

size, but in fact #'s toe small, and the keyboard has drawbacks.

the variety of bells and whisties
that has been part of Now Utili-
ties for years,

Mac 08 8 is a confused operat-
ing system, with net one, not two,
but three mutually incompatible
‘Web browsers (Netscape's Navi-
gator, Microsoft’s Infernet
Explorer, and Apple's very own
Cyberdog). The 0S does have a
dicker uger interface, improved
file sharing, a built-in “personal”
Web server, and numerous bug
fixes. But most Apple users I have
spoken with do not think OS 8
dramatically improved theit over-
alt Macintosh experience.

What's worse, Mac OS5 8 still
routinely crashes during my day-
to-day use. Normaily, these
erashes come when Pm using
Netscape Navigator. Mae fans say
this is Netscape's fauit, not Ap-
rle’s. But the fact remains that
tae PowerBook 2400: erashes
when I am trying to get work
done, and my PC running Win-
dows doesnt.

Priced at $3,500, this Macin-
tosh laptop is nearly a thousand
dollars more expengive thana
similarly outfitted PC laptop.
That’s because Apple insists on
making Mze users pay for the
privilege. Competition, which Ap-
ple seems determined to prevent,
could have brought down the price
of Mae laptops. For the foresee-
gble future, if you want a
lightweight Mse portable, the
2408¢ is your only choice.

1 hope you have small hands.
Apple PowerBook 2400¢/180
16MB RAM, 1.3GB hard drive. ex-
ternal floppy: about §3500
32MB of additional EAM: about

$400

Technology writer Simson L. Gor-
Fimkel ean be reached at plugyed-
t@simsonnet.




