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Latest mobile

networks keep
users connected
while unplugged

By Simson L. Garfinkel
Sgccial for USA TODAY <
hat smatll black antenna at-
tached to the side of Lee
Sherman’s hand-held com-
puter is his connection to the
Internet. No larger than a ballpoint
pen, the antenna lets Sherman coilect
his e-mail and surf the Web while he is
sipping a double latte at his favorite cafe.

“Because of working at home and
telecommuting, I like to get out and go
somewhere else to work. It's the portable
office kind of thing," says Sherman, a writer
who lives in San Francisco.

The antenna is attached to a Ricochet SE
wireless modem manufactured by Metri-
com, a 10-year-old Silicon Valley firm. Over
the past two vears, Metricom has deployed
a wireless network in Washington, D.C.,
Seattle and the San Francisco Bay Area, giv-
ing consumers unlimited and unfettered
Net access for $39.95 a month. “The price
is right,” Sherman says. '

On the other side of the
country in Washington,
Juhn Gibbons, a manager
with the federal govern-
ment, unclips an oversize
pager from a holster on his
belt. He looks at the mes-
sage, taps a few buttons
and puts it back, all without
interrupting his meeting.
Moments later, a inv trans-
mitter in the pager comes
alive and transmits a brief
e-mail message back over
the Net.

“Everybody can get a
page in a meeting, but how
many people can at the
same time respond?” asks
Gibbons, who has had his
SkyTel two-way pager a
little more than six
menths. ‘1 like it a lot, I's
a big timesaver.”

Across the USA twin
revolutions in computers
and wireless communica-
tions are providing busi-
nesses and consumers
with mobile access to the
Internet, corporate net-
works and other informa-
tion services, Called wire-
less data, most of these
systems use a network of
antenna towers to transmit
enmputer data to flash-
light:size devices,

The first nationwide wireless data system
was built by Motorola and IBM in the 1980s.
Called Ardis, the system let IBM field ser-
vice technicians access the company’s
mainframes while they were on service
calls, A competing venture called Ram Mo-
bile Data was formed in 1992 by BellSouth
and Ram Broadcasting.

Today both Ardis and Ram have net-
works that blanket most of the USA’s urban
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areas. The systems

are used to dispatch trucks,
monitor elevators, check in rental
cars and send small e-mail messages,

But changing technology has made it eas-
ier and more economical for other compa-
nies to build their own two-way wireless net-
works. Each of thesa networks is slightly
different — with different radios, different
speeds and different geo-
graphical coverage — giv-
ing customers a variety of
trade-offs between perfor-
mance and cost.

For example, the paging
company SkyTel has built
ils own wireless data net-
work to support its so-
called “Advanced Messag-
ing” pagers. Launched in
September 1905, SkyTel
now has 207,800 customers
using its two-way network,
which offers nationwide al-
phanumeric paging for
$24.95-$49.95 per month.

Unlike one-way paging
networks, SkyTel's two-
way system offers guaran-
teed message delivery.
Each time the network
sends the page to a pager,
it listens for the pager to
respend with an acknowl-
edgment. If the network
does not hear the ac-
knowledgment, it resends
the page until it does. This
way, users don't lose pages
even if they happen to be
inside a tunnel or on an
airplane or otherwise out
of radio range when the
page is first sent.

“Our typical users are,
for the most part, quite
similar to the first users of
cellular” telephones a decade ago, says Ker-
ry McKelvey, SkyTel’s vice president of
marketing. While most people using nu-
meric pagers today tend to be blue-collar
workers, McKelvey says, most two-way cus-
tomers are “executives, managers and
CEOs” in their mid-30s to mid-40s. “It is not
at all what you would think of as a typical
paging profile.”

There are about 2 million subscribers to
wireless data services, according to figures
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