Technology Grows Up --- Decade Yields Dramatic Progress In Cheaper, Better Products; Some Are Still Too Complex 
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Abstract:

In my first buyer's guide, in December 1991, I suggested buying a PC with four megabytes of memory, a 100-megabyte hard disk and a

new-fangled 3.5-inch floppy disk -- then replacing the larger but lower-capacity 5.25- inch floppies. My model PC didn't include a modem,

networking or a CD-ROM. I estimated it would cost over $2,000, with a monitor, an optional mouse and Windows.

For all the progress, however, some things have been lost. The desktop PC has become a boring commodity device, shorn of most of its variety

and innovation. In 1991, PC Magazine could choose among 72 PC makers in compiling its comparative reviews. Today, fewer than 10 major

makers are left, and that number may drop to a handful in a few years. Once-common PC brands like Zeos, Zenith, AST, Packard-Bell and Texas

Instruments are gone. Some were real innovators.

Building personal computers, once an exciting and lucrative business, has become a low-margin, stultifying affair. Most PC makers are now little

more than resellers for Microsoft software and Intel chip sets, wrapping metal and plastic around those products. Nearly all the profits are sucked

out by Microsoft and Intel, and those two companies perform nearly all of the research in the PC business.
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THIS MONTH MARKS the 10th anniversary of the Personal Technology column, which began with the following declaration: "Personal computers are just too

hard to use, and it isn't your fault." Ever since, in over 500 weekly installments, I have tried to help average, nontechnical consumers figure out how to buy and how

to use computers, software, online services and other digital technologies -- while pressing the companies that create them to make things simpler and more reliable.

Today is also the very day Microsoft is releasing its newest operating system, Windows XP, which the company claims marks a new era in computing. So, it seemed

appropriate to pause this week to take a look at the past decade in personal technology. How far have we come and how did we get here? Which products,

services and companies have won, and which are mere memories? And what does all of that tell us about where we might be heading?

Taken as a whole, consumer technologies have made startling advances, but they still are not as easy to use as they should be.

When this column started in 1991, the average "IBM-compatible" PC had no sound card built in and could only beep. Most consumer models also had lousy video,

lacked a built-in CD-ROM drive or mouse and came without a built-in modem to connect to the outside world. They were stand-alone devices, little islands that ran

boxed software and -- 14 years after the first mass-market PC -- still too often required their owners to be do-it-yourself hobbyists.

Modems mainly ran at a pitiful 2,400 bits per second, only a fraction of the speed of today's worst dial-up models, although costly 9,600-bps models were also

available. The Internet wasn't yet accessible to average folks, the World Wide Web didn't exist, and the most popular online services were CompuServe, which was

text-based, and Prodigy, which featured clumsy graphics. Each had fewer than two million users, about what America Online now adds every few months. E-mail

had yet to catch on in the mass consumer market.

The cellphone was a brick, with limited coverage, still mainly meant for use in cars. In the U.S., they mostly worked in your local area. The process of "roaming"

beyond your city was complex and costly. There were no decent hand-held computers that could synchronize with a PC. The first good one, the Palm Pilot, was still

five years away, arriving after Apple Computer's much-hyped Newton made its debut and then quickly flopped.

Digital cameras were just getting started. They were crude monochrome devices that cost a fortune. Digital music players, DVD players, digital camcorders and

set-top digital TV recorders didn't exist.

Considering all of this, it's amazing how much better things are than they were just a decade ago. It seems like 100 years have passed, not just 10. Yet, some things

haven't changed. The techie class that designs and sells these products still tends to make them too complicated and still looks down on average consumers, at least

privately. The buying experience is still terrible. And in some ways, at least when it comes to the personal computer, consumers actually have less choice than they

did in 1991.

In my first buyer's guide, in December 1991, I suggested buying a PC with four megabytes of memory, a 100-megabyte hard disk and a new-fangled 3.5-inch

floppy disk -- then replacing the larger but lower-capacity 5.25- inch floppies. My model PC didn't include a modem, networking or a CD-ROM. I estimated it

would cost over $2,000, with a monitor, an optional mouse and Windows.

Just to put those specs in perspective, most hand-held computers today have at least eight megabytes of memory, and a single removable Zip disk holds 100

megabytes of storage. Now, you can get a vastly better PC for under $1,000.

These IBM-compatible PCs ran the first widely successful version of Microsoft's Windows operating system -- version 3.0 -- but it was still pretty crude, just a shell

slapped on top of the techie-oriented DOS system to try to make it look like Apple's far superior Macintosh. Many, maybe most, people still did most of their

computing in DOS, which required them to type in precise commands in a precise order, lest the computers refuse to work.

Apple's Macintosh was miles ahead, with multimedia and networking built in. It was much easier and more elegant, both in its hardware and its software, but it was

considered a high-price niche product, and Apple was heading into a period of sleepy stagnation after setting the world on fire in the 1980s.

By 1995, with the introduction of Windows 95, a relentless Microsoft basically had finished its long effort to copy the Macintosh operating system. But it took until

today -- Oct. 25, 2001 -- for Microsoft finally to release a consumer version of Windows, the new Windows XP, that doesn't crash all the time.

For all the progress, however, some things have been lost. The desktop PC has become a boring commodity device, shorn of most of its variety and innovation. In

1991, PC Magazine could choose among 72 PC makers in compiling its comparative reviews. Today, fewer than 10 major makers are left, and that number may

drop to a handful in a few years. Once-common PC brands like Zeos, Zenith, AST, Packard-Bell and Texas Instruments are gone. Some were real innovators.

Building personal computers, once an exciting and lucrative business, has become a low-margin, stultifying affair. Most PC makers are now little more than resellers

for Microsoft software and Intel chip sets, wrapping metal and plastic around those products. Nearly all the profits are sucked out by Microsoft and Intel, and those

two companies perform nearly all of the research in the PC business.

The laptop market still has more variety and innovation, but it has been some years since the last truly breakthrough Windows laptop design: Sony's slim Vaio 505.

The most successful and admired PC maker, Dell, is a business innovator but does almost no innovation. Compaq, which once did, is shaky and proposes to be

acquired by Hewlett-Packard, which saves its innovations for printers, scanners and cameras. IBM isn't very interested in selling to consumers at all.

Nearly all of the sex appeal, nearly all of the design innovation, in PCs is back at Apple, which has reawakened since the return of founder Steve Jobs four years

ago, when the company was near bankruptcy. While it has only a sliver of the overall market, Apple has resumed its role as industry trendsetter. In recent years, it

was the first to push easy wireless networking, video editing and DVD recording. This week, it introduced a cool, portable digital-music player, the first in what I

expect will be a whole line of hand-held digital devices.

On the software side, a similar consolidation and drying up of innovation and competition has taken place. There are far fewer and far less varied boxed software

titles around. Once-great software houses like Lotus, WordPerfect and Borland are mere shadows of their former selves. The mid-1990s creative boom in

CD-based multimedia software has come and gone. Only games and educational software remain fairly fertile areas.

There are two main reasons for the demise of boxed software. First, Microsoft has become a brutal monopolist in the key software categories, squeezing out

competitors. Second, the Web has drained off all of the creative energy from the boxed-software business.

Another big change: The upgrade cycle in PCs has all but petered out. Back in 1991, we still lived in an era when people needed to buy the latest and greatest

processors and other hardware, just to run all the new software. But it has been at least four years since software challenged hardware in that way. Today, the killer

app is the Internet, and it doesn't require the fastest, biggest PCs. It only thirsts for faster connection speeds, greater bandwidth.

So, who are the stars of the past 10 years, the companies that prospered the most and made the most difference for consumers? Well, Microsoft certainly has

prospered, despite antitrust reversals. Dell has shown how to sell PCs most efficiently, passing outfits like Compaq and IBM, which once looked down on it.

But when it comes to real innovation for consumers, to blazing whole new trails in digital technology for average people, the real stars of the decade are America

Online and Palm.

When I first recommended AOL in 1992, it had 200,000 members, was barely known and was situated in an office park behind a car dealership in Virginia. Now, it

has 32 million members and has morphed into a media empire that includes television networks, magazines and movie studios. Widely reviled by techies and elitists

as being too simplistic, AOL nevertheless succeeded by keeping a laser focus on average consumers, almost single-handedly popularizing e-mail outside the

workplace and bringing the Internet into the home.

Palm, which I first covered in 1994 even before it introduced the breakthrough Palm Pilot hand-held, succeeded where established players like Apple and Tandy

had failed. It not only created the hand-held computer category and the first workable handwriting-recognition system, it also pioneered the whole idea of doing

digital tasks -- including e-mail and Internet browsing -- on a device other than the PC.

While the company's management has faltered lately, its founders, now at rival Handspring, have just announced another potential breakthrough: the Treo

Communicator, which seamlessly combines a phone, organizer and wireless Internet device.

That brings me to the future.

I believe that most of the great digital consumer products due in the next 10 years will have little to do with the PC, though they may interact with it. Instead, they will

build on the work of AOL, Palm and the wireless networking and phone companies.

This will be a new world of digital devices linked by wire (and increasingly, wirelessly) to the Internet, from which they'll draw information, entertainment, commerce

opportunities and communications. These devices will include new products that elegantly handle voice and data.

In most American cities, many public places, such as cafes and airports, will be equipped with high-speed wireless networks. Laptops, hand-helds and cellphones

will light up and instantly connect upon entering. Homes and offices will also be bathed in these wireless networks.

The Internet won't be seen as a discrete activity for a PC, but as a sort of power grid, enhancing everything from small appliances to TV and telephony. The recent

dot-com crash wasn't the end of the Internet, even as a business opportunity. It was the collapse of some bad, or premature, business plans that got undeserved

funding.

But there are obstacles to this future. Until and unless high-speed wired and wireless networks are ubiquitous, none of this can happen. So, the technology advances

I foresee are hostage to two of the most sluggish, hidebound industries in America: the phone and cable companies.

Another set of obstacles surrounds privacy, security and copyright protection. Until people feel their privacy and security online are assured, e-commerce won't

explode. Something must be done about the spammers and marketers who think it's fine to secretly profile users. And owners of intellectual property, especially

record companies, have to calm down and find a way to protect their legitimate copyrights without curbing our personal freedom to use digital media.

Finally, none of these advances will take off until the industries involved learn to make personal technology simpler. While the PC has gotten easier, newer

technologies, such as wireless home networking, are as depressingly complicated as computers once were. In that sense, it's the same old story.

My research assistant, Danielle Belopotosky, contributed to this column. In fact, she has helped me with many columns in recent years and deserves my thanks. Also

due for thanks on the occasion of this 10th anniversary are the talented people who have edited these columns over the past decade, improving my prose and

keeping me out of trouble, as much as possible. These include especially my current editor, Stephanie Capparell, and two of her predecessors, Don Arbour and

Rose Ellen D'Angelo. But my greatest gratitude is to you, the readers. Thanks for giving these columns your time and attention, and for letting me know what you

liked and what you didn't.
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                 Walt's Hits and Misses 

  Over the years, Walt has recommended -- and slammed -- hundreds of 

products, often reviewing them before they were widely known to the 

public. Here are five of Walt's early picks that went on to market 

success, and five others that flopped with the public. 

  Hits 

  -- America Online 

  -- MusicMatch Jukebox audio software 

  -- Palm Pilot 

  -- Apple iMac 

  -- You Don't Know Jack game 

  Flops 

  -- Rex pocket organizer 

  -- GeoWorks software suite 

  -- Compaq keyboard scanner 

  -- Microsoft Bob consumer interface 

  -- Apple Cube computer

