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Modern Electronics
It seems that you can’t pick up a
newspaper or magazine these days
without reading a review of the
latest and greatest in GPS (Global
Positioning systems). In the last
month, I’ve read such ‘reviews’ in
The Chicago Tribune, AutoWeek,
USA Today, Aviation Magazine,
and Consumer’s Reports. And, with
the exception of Consumer’s
Reports, I noticed a disturbing trend.
In each case, the text had the same
‘Spin’: The author had obtained a
new GPS and after an impossibly
short duration, (from a day to a
week) declared his or her particular
acquisition the BEST GPS available.
This is terribly misleading if not
downright irresponsible. I’ve been

involved with GPS for well over 10
years. I’ve purchased 5 separate units
during that time and had occasion
to use over 10 different types for
extended periods. Illustrated in the
photos are some of the examples of
GPS that I’ve owned and used, ranging
from antique (Garmin Street Pilot –
left, photo 1) to almost current
(Garmin E-Map – left, photo 2) to
modern (Garmin Street Pilot 2610 –
right, photo 1) to abstract (PC based
touch screen – lower right, photo 2),
to built in (Honda –photos 3 and 4,
and Toyota systems -- photo 5).
So, what’s the BEST? THERE IS NO
BEST. Porsche AG unquestionably
builds the BEST sportscars available
anywhere in the world. And in
those cars, PAG offers the Porsche
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(PCM) revision 2.1 as its in-car
navigation system options: Standard
Edition, list price in the 987 line:
$2,970, and the Extended Navigation
version, listing for $3175. It offers a
5.8" display-screen with a 12 button
keypad with integrated radio
(photos 6 & 7), CD-Rom/Audio
drive, DVD-based GPS navigation
module, on board computer with
simultaneous indicator of basic
audio and navigation information.
The Extended Navigation allows
navigation on unmapped roads via
GPS and compass. All this, while
nicely integrated into the Porsche
line, it is not THE BEST. I say this
because there are so many factors
that apply in GPS selection and usage that the GPS that is BEST for
you is not likely to be the BEST for
me, or the person next to me.
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but with all things mechanical,
hard drives fail. And mobile/
portable hard drives fail with
greater frequency than the drive
that never leaves your desk.
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I have two cars, one truck and one
motorcycle (as of this writing, at
least). The PAG built PCM system
has strong features - excellent
brightness, color depth, screen size,
etc. - and one fatal flaw (to me) - it
cannot be moved from car to car.
The list of ‘factors’ that need to be
considered is long, and perhaps many
are not of importance to you, but
you need to know and understand
your choices before choosing the
BEST for you.
For instance: A GPS device is only as
good as its map data (streets, cities,
points of interest, etc). This map
data is not produced by individual
GPS makers, but rather by one of
two separate companies (NAVtech
and TeleAtlas). They refresh/update
this data anywhere from weekly to
monthly. The GPS makers, however,
do not incorporate these changes
anywhere near that often, - more
likely once a year. PAG has gone
as long as 2 3/4 years between
updates - which isn’t a slam, just a
factor to consider.
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Also consider what is the GPS
storage medium. The Porsches GPS
data and updates are on DVD discs,
which slip into a changer/reader
device in the trunk area. Some GPS
use Flash memory cards that can be
connected to a PC (via an adapter)
for updates and changes, while
others have built in hard disk
drives that accept a data connection
from a PC.
Consider each carefully: DVD’s are
the most durable, but perhaps not
convenient, have somewhat limited
capacity, and may not be supplied
often. Flash memory media is ultra
convenient and can be updated or
changed as often as the mood suits
you … but , of course, Flash Media
has storage space limitations.
Typical Secure Digital (SD) flash
cards have capacities in the 1-2
gigabyte range. Compact Flash (CF)
has much higher capacities, but at
prices that are largely unattractive.
Hard disk drive based systems can
typically handle several countries
worth of map data and can be
updated or changed as necessary …
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Some other important considerations:
How fast does the unit acquire or
locate satellites and determine its
current position. Older units (such
as the Garmin StreetPilot shown in
photo 1) can, in extreme cases, take
up to 30 minutes to get a fix and
even under normal circumstances
take 2 to 3 minutes to calculate
position. Some of the newest GPS
units can calculate a position in
under 15 seconds.
Also consider color or greyscale
displays. Color is preferable in
almost every instance except
possibly when the GPS will be
operated for long periods using
batteries. And does it even have a
battery options (which, several do
not)…and thus, how long is the
battery life and are they built-in
rechargeable or standard ’replacables’?
Yes, as I noted, there are many
factors to consider. What’s a GPS
shopper to do? Start slowly and
cautiously. A fair place to start is
Consumer’s Reports (or similar)
that offers a feature comparison
and does some actual testing. I
wouldn’t go so far as to take their
recommendation as approval, but
it’s a start.
Next, I would (and I have, as I’m
presently shopping for a new GPS)
go to an electronics store - a BestBuy
or Circuit City, or CompUSA or
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Frys, and have a look. Pick it up;
turn it around, look at the build
quality. Is it too bulky? Will it
block too much of the view out the
windshield? Is it too light/flimsy?
Will it hold up over time?
Many GPS now come with a touch
sensitive screen. Is the screen big
enough? Does it respond as you
expect to touch commands?
Consider that some of the latest units
now come with voice commands (a
voice is piped through a speaker
giving you direction commands).
Some also offer speech recognition
(you tell it: “Find Red Lion hotel …
Portland Oregon”, and it creates a
route to it from your present location).
And how is the quality of the audio?
Will you hear it with open windows
in the car? What about an open top
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(on the car!). Some have external
speaker options that might change
the location of the speaker.
And what about ‘other' features?
Look at the 'search' function. Will it
perform a generic ‘what’s nearby’
search for any object? Can you
narrow it down by category?
And what accessories are included?
Will you need a windshield mount
or a console mount? Do you have a
cigarette lighter/power outlet that it
can continuously occupy or will it
be direct–wired? Does the GPS
have a USB port? - USB ports will be
standard issue features in car audio
systems with in 3 years. More
recently, some of the higher end
units offer real time traffic services
that obtain traffic info (congestion,
construction, etc) and can route
around problem areas. This service
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is available only in select cities
where coverage exists and generally
requires some sort of subscription
fee to enable traffic services.
Ideally, you need to ‘live’ with
one or two candidates for a few
weeks, and really try it out during
that time. For that reason, I would
suggest purchasing from a reseller
that has the most flexible return/
exchange policy. Better yet, borrow
one - any brand and use it for a
week or two, just to get feel for
their operation. I did just that
with the TomTom GO 300 unit
(photos 8 & 9). I’m also in the
process of arranging a ‘loaner’
Garmin Nuvi 350 (photos 10 & 11)
and hope to spend a month or so
testing it out.
I would also offer that cost may
not be a good indicator of quality.
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Built-in systems such as the Porsche
PCM option at $3000 seems
expensive (does that include a
Sherpa?) but it’s bundled with other
audio options, so it’s not always a
fair comparison. Others are
designed and priced in a manner
that may be attractive, but exercise
extreme caution when it comes to

the lesser known brands.
At the 2006 Consumer Electronics
Show in Las Vegas, I encountered
over 60 different vendors hawking
their portable GPS products. Major
names in the industry like Garmin,
Magellan, and TomTom have
diverse, reputable products. Even
the consumer electronics players

such as Sony had offerings. But
there were also literally dozens of
no name, marginal entries from
companies that aren’t likely to be
around to support your GPS next
year. The Garmin Nuvi 350 and
the Tomtom 300 are on my shortlist.
Should they be on yours? Perhaps.
Perhaps not.
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