DAVID POGUE

The Awkward
Smart Phone
Grows Up

ND now, another episode of
gadgetry’s long-running
corporate soap opera, “As
the Palm Turns.”

Previously on “A.P.T.”: In Season
1 (1996), Palm Computing developed
the smash-hit Pilot organizer. The
company was swallowed by U.S. Ro-
botics, which in turn was snapped up
by 3Com. Frustrated, Palm’s
founders resigned and founded the
rival Handspring. 3Com then spun
out Palm as an independent entity
once again, whereupon it soon split
into two companies, PaimOne (hard-
ware) and PalmSource (software),
and PalmOne acquired the ailing
Handspring.

In the latest exciting installment,
PalmOne has bought back the name
Palm from the struggling Palm-
Source, whose future is in doubt. By
year's end, PalmOne will once again
be called Palm, making you wonder
if the whole thing was a nine-year-
long dream.

Now, if you watch Seasons 6
through 9 closely on DVD, youw’ll see
a minor character gradually rise to
prominence:
the Treo smart
phone, intro-
duced by Hand-
spring in 2002.

« From the very
beginning, the
name reflected
| the Treo’s
triple goal: to
combine an or-
ganizer, a cell-
Stuart Goldenberg  phone and a
_ . pocket Internet
terminal with as few compromises
as possible. More than 1.7 million
. have been sold.

With its string of marriages and
divorces behind it — at least for now
— Palm has realized that the Treo is
its future. The market for stand-
alone organizers is coeling, so Paim-
has announced that it is “shiftifg its-
emphasis to the smart phone space.”

The latest model, the Treo 650,
made its debut last November, Most
reviewers praised it, but not every-
one was excited. For one thing, it was
available only from Sprint and, later,
Cingular; Verizon’s 40 million cus-
tomers were stuck with the aging
Treo 600 model. For another, the 650
was supposed to offer Bluetooth, a.
wireless technology that lets the cell-
phone act as a sort of Internet
modem for your laptop. But Sprint
and Cingular disabled that aspect of

Bluetooth.

Finally, there was a problem with
the Treo’s memory. It’s a special
kind that doesn’t erase all your data
when the Treo’s battery dies (unlike
most previous Palms), which is
zood. Unfortunately, the new memo-
ry format had a side effect: each tid-
bit of information took up a huge
amount of storage. An 80-kilobyte ad-
dress book could balloon to 334 kilo-
‘bytes on the Treo 650. Many who up-
graded from the Treo 600 to the 650
found that their programs and data
would no longer fit.

It must be the sweeps season, be-
cause in the last few weeks, all three
of those plot twists have finally been
resolved. In May, Verizon finally

made its own Treo 650 available
($400 with a two-year commitment).
Then, two weeks ago, Sprint released
a software patch that unlocked the
Bluetooth laptop-dialing feature.

Finally, Palm solved the memory
problem. The new software, installed
on all current Treos (including Veri-
zon's), reduces the size of each ap-
pointment or address-book entry
from 512 bytes to 32, making the
phone’s 23 megabytes of memory
much more efficient and thrilling the
S.P.R.B.A. (Society of People With
Really Big Address Books). If you
have an older Sprint Treo (or an “un-
locked” Treo — one that can be used
with any G.S.M. carrier), you can
download an updater from palm
.com; a similar updater for Cingular
Treos is on the way.

So now the Treo 650, once a gawky
adolescent, is all grown up and firing
on all cylinders. How does it hold up
against its younger, more aggressive
rivals?

Purely in terms of its feature list,
the Treo is no longer state of the art.
It doesn’t have Wi-Fi wireless net-
working, so you can’t hop onto Inter-
net hot spots at airports and coffee
shops. Nor can it get online at the
near-cable-modem speed of Veri-
zon’s BroadbandAccess network, as
the expensive new Samsung i730 can.

The Treo’s digital cameratakes
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