Title:  A pseudo-review – The Jetbook Mini versus using an HPC for EBook Reading

By:  Rich Hawley

Until now, I’ve never owned a designated eBook reader.  And I’m making that statement with disregard for the Franklin eBookman that I used to own.  I say that because I never considered the eBookman as an eBook reader, because to me, it was nothing more than a glorified PDA with eBook reading capability.

And until now, I’ve used my Mobilepro 400, 700, 790, 900…along with my Jornada 680, 720, 728….along with my Aero 1500, Casio E125, Ipaq hx4700…along with my Neta 980…along with my Audiovox 6601 smart phone…along with my Ipaq rx5720 GPS to read my eBooks with.  Most of the time I used these devices with the Mobipocket Mobibook Reader software.
And up until now, I have never been totally 100% satisfied.  I was never satisfied because either I got tired of having to plug in the thing all the time to recharge it, or it was awkward to hold the device, or it didn’t work well in bright light, or it was simply hard on the eyes.
Device overview:  The Jetbook Mini is an easy to hold designated eBook reader with a monochrome screen that is easy to use, with a minimal set of user-configurable options that gets fantastic longevity with a set of batteries.

Where to start…how about size comparison?
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Here is my Jornada 728 sitting next to the Jetbook.  With the 728 open you can see that it is substantially wider and taller than the Jetbook.  The 728 is far less comfortable to hold and use than the Jetbook, yet the useable screen is about the same, or about 12 square inches of screen on each.
Holding the 728 while reading has always uncomfortable for me.  I want to hold my eBook device using only one hand, and be able to access the controls using that same hand.  I don’t want to have to reach up and push buttons or use a stylus to scroll around with.  A person can learn to do that with the 728 while using Mobipocket or some other eBook reader, but it takes practice since the HPC is it is not intuitive.  It never feels secure.  I always feel like I’m going to drop the HPC, or damage the lid or screen.  With the Jetbook, I do not have this feeling at all!
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Mobibook reader allows you to set the font sizes, though I cannot imagine anyone regularly using the tiniest font.  Still it is an option.  Above is an image of my 728 using that font size.  It is very hard to see.  The Jetbook also allows you to set the font size.  Here is their version of the tiny font.

[image: image3.jpg]



It is pretty obvious right away which has the clearer and more legible print.  Plus if you want to view more text on the screen, you can also change the line spacing.
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Here you can see the line spacing change while still in the menu mode.  Selecting double gives you double line spacing, or you have several increments from single to 1.2 or 1.5 lines.  The spacing changes during the menu selection, immediately showing you the relative difference..
The HPC however lets you select and choose your font style, so if you would rather have Arial versus Times Roman, you can do that.  The Jetbook Mini does not have font selection features.  The Jetbook’s native font seems to be a near variant of Arial.
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Here is the 728 with the largest default font Mobireader allows…and in comparison, here is the Jetbook
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If you count words, you will see the HPC actually has more words than the Jetbook, but at this time I still had the line spacing set in the default 1.5 mode.  Changing it to single spacing I added more text to the screen than the 728 could display.
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One thing is for sure, the quality and clearness of the Jetbook far surpasses any HPC I own, and with the exception of my hx4700 which has a VGA screen, the Jetbook beats every handheld I own for clarity.  The hx4700 is super clear, but it is also super tiny with its less than 3 inch screen.  As I zoomed in on my Jetbook screen, I could see that they use some form of anti-alias font printing.
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There is a main menu system on the Jetbook and there are sub-menus as well.  When reading, you can push the menu button at any time and the menu above will display.  From here you can rotate your screen to any of the 4 aspects, you can change your font size, change your font encoding (which is not the font style), configure line breaks, or you can align the text so that it is either left-hand or screen-width justified, just like a newspaper.
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Here I simply selected to rotate the display and now everything is upside down.  Actually this means I can now flip over the device and hold it with my left hand.  If you were left versus right dominant, then you might prefer this mode.  No matter how you rotate the screen, the command buttons remain constant in their function.
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The picture above shows the screen is in landscape mode with the buttons at the bottom.  The screen is standard VGA, 640 pixels wide by 480 pixels tall.
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I mentioned that while reading, there is a sub-menu.  This is it.  You can "change hands" which flips the screen 180 degrees, you can bookmark a page, you can jump to any page number, or you can choose the book settings…which is what I did earlier to bring up the “book settings” menu three images above.
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To jump to a particular page, you just select the page number and then OK.  The top little button moves the highlighted cursor up, the bottom little button moves it down, and the big button in the center selects your choice.  These three buttons work the same throughout the device at any menu.  So if I wanted to go to page 5 from the picture you see above, I would hit CENTER (to select the 5), BOTTOM BOTTOM (to move the highlight to the OK spot) and then CENTER to select.
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Also if you had set some book marks while reading, you can jump to your bookmarks immediately using the same menu.
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The Jetbook settings menu is the main menu you use to configure your options.  It is here you select the languages you want.  You have the choices of English, French, German, Italian, Polish, Portuguese, Russian, and Spanish.
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Your default screen rotation view is selected here, either right, left, or either of the two landscape modes.

How you want to sort your books is limited to either Title or Author.

Font size has options for 16, 18, 20, 26, 28, or 32 point fonts.

Encoding is East European Latin (1250), Cryllic (1251), West European Latin (1252), Greek (1253), Turkish (1254), Baltic (1257), or UTF-8.

Alignment choices are left hand justified, or page-width justified.

Line spacing I already spoke about

Line break is how the new text line is handled…options include only a break, or a break with indentation for the new line.

Date and Time formats are the normal choices to display the time and date.

Auto Power Off can be set for 3, 5, 10, 15, 30 minutes, or never.

Clock allows you to set the time and date.
Restore Defaults resets the Jetbook to factory defaults.

Upgrade patch reads any OS updates from the SD card and flashes the ROM with it.

About tells you the current OS version and the typical manufacturer’s information.
[image: image16.jpg]



There isn’t a whole lot of memory available internally.  Well, I guess that is relative really.  When you receive the Jetbook, they have filled it up with at least a dozen eBooks that include:

Tom Sawyer

The Canterville Ghost

King Arthur

Alice in Wonderland

The Call of the Wild

Iterations and Other Stories by Robert Sawyer (who is a long time HPC user by the way)

The US Constitution
Evangeline

Metamorphosis

The Gold Bug

The Adventure of the Dying Detective
The Jetbook User Manual

Jetbook manual on book conversion

So I guess that is really a pretty respectful list, but with that intact, I was able to add only one other large novel to the collection before I got an insufficient memory error.
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I did that by connecting the device to my desktop via the built in mini-USB port.  It is recognized by my computer as an external hard drive.

Luckily, I am not limited to using the device’s RAM to store books.  Here you can see my old beat up 2 GB SD card in the Jetbook’s SD expansion slot.  The box must be out of date, because the instructions say I can use up to a 2 GB memory card…yet I was able to insert my 8 GB SDHC card and it read just fine.
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Nothing protrudes which is nice.  It is one of those spring loaded things where you push it down and it ejects.  Push it down again and it stays in place.

[image: image19.jpg]2|8:07 A B wmmm

Folder

_ Folder




The main screen of the Jetbook is the library.  Here you will see all of your eBook titles at once.  You can imagine that if you had 50 or 60 eBooks out there, it might be a pain to scroll from page to page looking for your eBook.

Luckily you can create a desktop folder and put that in the devices RAM or on the SD card and that helps to simplify searching.  Here I created a folder for Robert Heinlein and have books within that folder.

Again like all menu commands, I push the bottom little button to scroll down, and the top little button to scroll up, and the center button to select.  I will select the Heinlein folder.
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And from within that folder you can now see my eBook, The Door Into Summer.  Notice that the icon changed automatically showing a book instead of the folder.

When you open the book, the Jetbook reader creates an invisible file (invisible to the Jetbook, but visible when linked to a desktop), a type of “index” file that maintains all the data about your eBook, where you left off at, the bookmarks, etc.

Of course, this device does not have all the features that the Mobibook reader has.  It will only accept .txt and .fb2 formats.  That means you have to convert your books before you install them.  I have not found this to be an issue at all as I have bulk converted most of my eBooks in the past.  Ectaco’s website recommends using Calibre to perform this conversion, found here:  http://calibre-ebook.com/  It was a free download, and it converted nearly every format I needed to .txt format.  It does have a few limitations, such as it will not convert Microsoft Word format directly, but you can save your Microsoft Word document as .txt or .html, and then convert it if necessary.
Initially I was worried that by not having a backlit screen, I would have a hard time seeing the text.  I couldn’t have been further off base.  With just a little ambient light, I can read this thing, and sitting in my recliner with the lamp on, it is like reading a typewritten document black on white.  No problems.  Sitting in my car, the little dome spotlight is all you need, and you can always use one of those external battery powered book lamps if you are in total darkness.
The case is thicker along the button edge where the 4 AA batteries fit, making a very nice and secure handhold.  It is even molded to help fit the human hand.  I can easily press any of the 5 buttons with my right thumb.  And my view while reading is never obstructed.
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There is no touch screen, so touching it accidentally does not interfere with my reading, nor are there any accidental buttons you avoid.

I’ve only had it one day so far, but in that day I have to tell you that this is hands-down the best eBook reading experience I’ve had yet.

The manufacturers claim that by not using a backlit screen, the reader’s eyes don’t tire so easily.  I never found that to be an issue for me, and wonder if that isn’t just their way of justifying not having a backlight.  But so far, I haven’t missed having one.
At nearly $100, this isn’t a cheap thing…you had better really want a designated eBook reader to spend that amount.  For the price of this unit, I could have picked up a used Kindle.  Or for just a little more, a Sony or Nook eBook reader.  But those that I looked at were larger, far larger, and far less comfortable to hold and use.

Plus the one thing I always hated with my HPCs and pocketpcs was the battery drain.  I hate having to plug in the things to keep them charged, or use them with wires dangling off them.  With 4 AA batteries, the Jetbook can sit unattended for months and still run.  Or I can read for days and never have to pop in another battery.  Use rechargeable LION AAs and you get super longevity in reading.

To navigate between the various menus is a cute trick.  Of course to select any item, you scroll up and down using the top and bottom little buttons, and the center button to select.  The top and bottom buttons have behave like a rocker switch.  That is they really are two buttons, though they are only one solid piece of plastic.  The rocker is between the little button and the larger round button that it is attached to.  So while I have been saying the “little” button, realize that it is part of the larger button on a rocker switch.
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Push and hold the bottom button for 3 seconds, and you turn the device off.

Push the large bottom button and you go up a menu level.  Push the large top button to activate a menu screen.

Lastly, did I tell you that this device comes with a couple of games as well?

From what I have read, it is a Linux OS.  Here is the first game, classical Tetris:
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And the other game, a version of Sudoku:
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Of course, you can always go to the manufacturer’s site for more info, particularly for my device:  http://www.ectaco.com/jetbook-mini-yellow/
Conclusion:  It is too early for me to tell you that this is the way to go…and that would be subjective for your needs anyways.  Most people don’t want to spend $100 for an eBook reader when their HPCs will do it all.  And they will, but they are not, IMHO, not optimal for the task and sometimes only marginal at best.

Everything I’ve seen so far tells me that the Jetbook Mini will meet and exceed every need I have for an eBook reader.  Oh, there are a few features I’d like to see…most importantly, I’d like to have the options to search the eBook for a text string.  A text search is not part of this OS currently.  With that I could see including a dictionary or encyclopedia for reference uses.  And perhaps it would be nice to be able to view other formats such as html or embedded graphics.  I don’t know if we will ever see those features in this device…and if they are important to you, then the Jetbook Mini should not be your first choice.
But if you believe in the KISS principle, then the Mini has to be considered.

Rich Hawley

November 5, 2010

December 30th, 2010 – Addendum

Well, I’ve been using my JetBook Mini now for about 2 months.  And I’ve grown to love it even more that I did at first.  I find that I can carry it around in my coat pocket just fine.  I can pull it out and read wherever I am…which is normally at the grocery store waiting for my wife to do her thing.  I love it.

I had to replace the batteries in the thing last week.  After using it an average of 3 hours a day for the last month or so, the original AAA batteries gave up the ghost.  I have grown to love the auto-shutoff feature that turns it off whenever I sit it down.  I never have to remember to do it manually.  This time I stuck in some rechargeable AAA cells, so when it dies this time, I’ll simply recharge them.
My wife got a Nook for Christmas.  It is a beautiful device.  She uses it while sitting in her recliner.  It certainly has some features I wish I had on my Jetbook Mini.  Probably if there were a few things I do wish I had it would be the ability to display graphics.  There are a few eBooks that I own that have embedded graphics in them.  I wish the Mini could handle them, even if they were in monochrome, that would be fine with me.  Also I find I am truly missing the “search by keyboard” function that is found on most all other eBook readers and always on all pocketpcs/handheld pc devices.

The conversion process isn’t perfect either.  Some of the characters when converting to .txt format do not come out as they should.   This normally has to do with the original eBook using italics, or parenthesis, or some unusual print structure.  Still, it has never impeded my reading the story to the end…and it is the exception rather than the rule.

So after 2 months do I still think the Jetbook Mini beats every other handheld pc or pocketpcs device for use as an eBook reader?  The answer is YES, it certainly does.  And I’ll go one step further.  I’ve seen people squinting and going blind reading things on the cell phones, using them as eBook readers.  No thank you…I’ll keep the mini!

Rich Hawley
