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After a depressing string of market
failures, the “Windows Powered”
Palmsize PC was singlehandedly

saved by Casio. Their Cassiopeia E-100 re-
defined what these devices were supposed
to be, and the market responded by snap-
ping them up at a rapid clip. The E-100 had
a stunningly bright and crisp color screen
that is capable of displaying 64,000 colors
at a time. Compared to the dim and ane-
mic 256-color screens of the competition,
this was something to get excited about.
Even the PPC’s harshest critics had to con-
cede that this changed the whole game.

But the E-100 story was more than just

a pretty display. It was faster than any pre-
vious PPC, with its 133MHz NEC RISC
processor. After putting up with slugs like
the Philips Nino 500, this newfound speed
changed the whole PPC experience, even
overcoming the general slowness of Win-
dows CE 2.11. The E-100 also had a stan-
dard stereo headphone mini-jack for MP3
or spoken audio playback, a small digital
camera attachment with excellent software
for capturing stills and short video clips,
and a big front-mounted speaker for de-
cent sound. Top it off with a long life lithi-
um-ion battery and you have a winner.

But other makers were hot on Casio’s

heels with multimedia-enhanced versions
of their own devices. Compaq and Hewlett
Packard released the Aero 2180 (US$449)
and the Jornada 430se (US$499), respec-
tively. These machines offered many of the
same features of the Casio, which re-
sponded by releasing the best-selling Cas-
siopeia E-105 (US$599). This new machine
had twice the memory (32MB) and new
multimedia software for converting Quick-
Time movies on your PC and viewing them
on the handheld. The E-105 remains the
best selling Windows CE product ever.

My intention here is not necessarily to
rate these fine machines against each oth-
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er and end up with a single winner. They all
have strengths and weaknesses as pocket-
size media players and as organizers, and
you may disagree with my personal prefer-
ences in such a device. With that in mind,
let’s take a look at what these three machines
have to offer the inveterate media-geek.

Compaq Aero 2180
The Aero PPC designs are the nicest look-
ing of the bunch, with sleek lines and a
great feel in the hand. With 24 megabytes
of memory, the newly released 2180 is the
only PPC with a 64K-color HR-TFT (high
reflective thin film transistor) display. Un-
like the conventional TFT and CSTN dis-
plays on other units, it can be read easily
in direct sunlight. The trade-off is that the
screen is the murkiest of the three indoors
or outdoors in low light. It has a hazy blue
cast as well, so photos can look a little thin
viewed on it. In sunlight, however, it looks
absolutely fabulous. If your life is spent as
much outside as indoors, the Aero should
be your first choice.

The 2180 has a a few disadvantages as a
media player. The headphone jack is not
only a non-standard sub-minijack that re-
quires an inconvenient adapter, it is
monaural. For spoken audio such as the
downloadables from Audible.com, mono
is not a problem. For any music program-
ming, however, the loss of spatial place-
ment of individual instruments and voic-
es is sorely missed.

With 24MB of internal memory, the 2180
is no slouch in the capacity department.
While still short of the generous 32MB of
the Cassiopeia E-105, the extra space real-
ly makes a difference not only in capacity,
but in performance as well. With more in-
ternal space to divvy up between program
execution space and storage, you have
enough latitude to run more programs
faster.

If sleek, futuristic
looks and an out-

door readable dis-
play are tops on

your list of de-
sirable fea-

tures, the
Aero is

your
choice.

HP Jornada 430se
This is a very nice unit, built with typical HP
quality and good design. In addition to ex-
emplary 133MHz performance, the 430se is
famous as the model carried by the lovely
Denise Richards in the latest James Bond ad-
venture. When you are through disarming
nuclear warheads with it, you can jack in the
included “earbud”  style headphones and rock
out to your favorite downloaded MP3 tunes.
The unit comes with a fine software assort-
ment for enjoying media, including Audible-
Player, Image Expert CE from Sierra Imaging,
and Utopiasoft’s Hum MP3 player. 

On the downside, the unit’s 64K-color
display is a passive matrix CSTN instead of
the brighter and crisper active matrix TFT
display of the Cassiopeia E-100/105. For
viewing photographs, the 430se does a
good job indoors, but outside, forget it. It
washes out in direct sunlight, just as most
notebook displays do.

Another less than wonderful aspect is
the relatively paltry 16MB of internal mem-
ory. Of course, you can always pop in a high
capacity Compact Flash Type I or II mem-
ory card, but the additional internal ca-
pacity really makes a difference from a con-
venience standpoint. For example, you’ll
find it annoying to fish around for the right
CF card when you want to listen to music
or view your photos. On all PPCs, using ex-
ternal memory for the Voice Recorder ap-
plication is problematic. Internal memo-
ry lets you begin recording immediately
after you press the side button, but using
a card forces a long pause before record-
ing can begin. You end up with the first two
or three seconds clipped off. Annoying.

On the positive side, I like the clear flip-
over screen protector, the built-in recharge-
able backup battery, the clearly marked
and easy to operate control on the left side,
and the unique control lockout feature. The
power/data connector on the base is the
most solid I’ve seen on any docking unit.
It latches into place with a positive click
and can only be disconnected but pushing
the buttons on either side of the base. You
could use this thing in zero gravity!

Casio Cassiopeia E-105
And now we come to the king of palmsize
multimedia, the Cassiopeia E-105. It is un-
conventional in several ways, most notably
in that is eschews the standard four button
layout of other PPCs in favor of three but-
tons and a GameBoy-style rocker switch.
The unit has a pronounced consumer elec-
tronics look to it that not everyone will find
appealing. Aesthetic quibbles aside, the 105

has a solid, quality feel to it. Every switch
is top-shelf stuff, and the whole thing just

feels good in the hand.

The 105 defines palmsize multimedia.
With 32MB of memory, a gorgeous 64K-
color active matrix TFT display, fast
131MHz processor, long-life lithium-ion
battery, and excellent audio and video me-
dia software, this is the best of the best. If
media is your thing, look no further; the
Cassiopeia E105 is for you. 

Unique to this roundup, the E-105 and
its little brother, the E-100, can accept an
optional digital camera card attachment
from Casio. The Casio Mobile Camera,
while not cheap at US$299, is fine for cap-
turing basic visual documentation but falls
a bit short in the quality department. It has
a fixed focal length of roughly 38mm
(equivalent to a 35mm camera) and a
macro mode for closeups. It can capture
and stills at 640x480 or CMF (Casio Movie
File) movies at 320x240 or 160x120 pixels.
The unit weighs only 1.6 ounces, an the E-
100 and E-105 have a battery life of about
45 minutes of continuous recording when
using the camera. Movies can be played on
a Windows PC by using the Mobile Video
Player for PC which comes with the Digi-
tal Camera Card. Casio also include a Win-
dows-based movie convertor for Quick-
Time and AVI clips to make them
compatible with the handheld player.

Now that you have the specs, here’s the
bottom line: Palmsze PCs are great fun for
listening to high-quality music, audiobooks
and news abstracts, looking at your video
and still pictures and sharing them with
others. For those people who find ordinary
monochrome Palm devices rather boring
and uninspiring, and who like to take their
media with them everywhere, these three
delightful machines are sure to please.

– David MacNeill


