MERIDIAN 400C

Faster Than a
Speeding Desktop

This | 00MHz subnotebook is sensational, except for an

eye-straining single-scan color screen.

BY ERIC GREVSTAD

ould you stuff a huge hot-
rod engine jnto a sub-
¥ compact car, then drive it

with a dirty windshield? Zeos' Merid-
ian 400C is 2 handsome 4-pound
subnotebook with a firstclass key-.
board, ample storage and expansion
poteqtial, and the outrageous per-
formance of a DX4/100 processor
in the version we tested. But this
otherwise iresistible mix is spoiled
by a dim, single-scan passive-matrix
color display.

Like Dell, Zeos is a direct-mar-
ket leader that let its portable line
sag, but is now making a comeback
in the mobile market. In Zeos’ case,
the coreback is courtesy of Sanyo,
which designed the Minnesota mar-
keter'’s well-liked 286 and 386SX
notebooks years ago-and has
renewed the alliance under the
Meridian brand. The Meridian 400
subnotebooks take the place of
Zeos' monochrome, PCMCIAslot-
less Contenda; the Meridian 800C is
a normalsized notebook with a dual-
scap passive-matrix color screen.

Both big and litde Meridians
are available with your choice of
three GPUs—the thrifty 4865X/33,
middlingquick 486DX2/50, and rip-
snorting DX4/100~—in Zeos' usuat
varjety of bundled packages. We test-
ed a 400C loaded with the 100MHz

© . processor, 8MB of RAM, a 850MB

hard drive,and an external 144MB

floppy drive, along with a‘spare nick- -

el memal-hydside battery pack, a
roomy carrying case, MS-D0OS6.22,
Windows for Workgroups 3.11, and
Lotus Organizer. Total cost was
$3,095; stepping down 102 DX2/50
would have subtracted $300, while
~ opting for-an activematrix Meridian
400A would have added $700.

The DX2/50 is probably a bet-
ter buy, offering more-thap-ade-

quiate performance for on-the-read

Windows work, but we confess that
we're captivated by the sheer excess
of 2 J00MHz subnotebaok. Imagine
a howitzer the size of a derringer,
and you’ll get an idea of the DX4
Meridian’s appeal—its benchmark
results blew away other subnote-
books, matching or beating our
Texas Instruments TravelMate
DX4/75 laptop (though the lauter’s
witra-fast memory architedture gave
it an edge in some processing tests).

Tbe 400C tore through spread-

sheet and word processing jobs like

a nonskid matte-black finish. The
external floppy drive is the sante 11-
ounge, coat-pocketsized unit used
by Gateway 2000's HandBoek: Oply
the AC adapter, a convendonal 1.9-
pound brick with a long cord at
either end, is a bit ungainly.

The Zeos’ 84-key keyboard
ranks with the Toshiba Portégé's as
the best in the subnotebook class.
It's not spacious—the span from
Caps Lock to Enter is about two
inches shy of a desktop key-
board's—but it feels comfortable
within minutes rather than hours of
pracdce, helped by a wide palmrest,
a smooth typing feel, and a faultless
Jayout (including cursor, arrows in
an inverted T rather than the Gon-
tenda'’s hapless horizontal row).

Zeos calls its imitation of TBM's
TrackPoint pointing stick the True-
Point It's a shallow red nub of a joy-
stick mounted in the palmrest well
right of center. It feels skirtish at
first—and its front-edge-mounted
mouse buttons are awkward when
the traveler in front of you reclines

The new Merldian 400C subnotebook from Zeos features & good-looking case, a
comfortable keyboard, and a fast DX4/100 processar.

.tissuc paper. i’lugged into Zenith
- Data Systems' Z-Player sound and

CD-ROM station, it ran multimedia
games more smoothly than our
DX2 desktop. The 350MB hard "

drivé is big and fast énough for any "

application, and system RAM j s

" expandable to 20MB.

‘This heavyweiglhit computer
comes in one of the nicest light- -
weight packages we've seen: 2 4-

_pound, 7.8x10.2x1.7-inch case with

his or her seat, jamming the Meridi-
an into your lap=—but it easily beats
the Aerd’s tiny wrackball,

The 400C also’ surpasses the
Aero by using a dedicated connec-
tor, rather than a PCMCIA slog, for
its’external floppy. 'I\va PCMCIA
Type Il slots-are jocated on opposite

sides, which lets you use two cards at
once without tangling cables, but

puts the left slot’s eject button dan-
gerously close'to the on/off button. -




Meridian 400C |

Parallel, serial, and VGA ports, and
one PS/2mouse or keyboard port |
“ave at the rear; there'’s ro docking
station or port replicator available.
The 400C's NiMH battery -
* pack is no match for Toshiba's
lithium-ion cell, but it's not bad
-considering the system’s speed:
The Zeos ran for an hour and 24
minutes < our Worst-case,
inDrain baoery test, and regular-
Iv provided an hour and 35 min-
utes of realworld work before
warning beeps indicated that the
end was near. Recharge ime is
about an hour. A suspend-aud-
resume buwmon on the Meridian's
front (Jabeled with the interna-
uonal werk-break symbol, a coffee
cup) puts the system to sleep for a
few minutes ox hours, though i’s

Meridian 400C
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BENCHMARKS

Banchmark System:
_ Tt TravelMate
Merldian 400C  4000M/75

ZD PC Banh 9.0

not intended for ovcrmght or
weckcnd naps.

“ SINGLE-SCAN SCREEN °

All of these features add up to a
swell subnotebnok——except for the
singte-scan screen. Yes, the 7.8
inch diagonal LCD is brighter and
bolder than the passive-matrix col-
or displays you may remember
from two years ago: yes, the Zeos'
Cirros Logic chip set, IMB of
video memory, and 256-color Win-
dows drivers give good perfor-
mance, including simultaneous
LCDand CRT viewing for presern-
tations. But compared to the
affordable dual-scan screens riow
delighteg rotebook buyers, the
single-scant 400G looks woefully
pale and washed-out.

In bright offrce bighting, when
configured to boot to 2 DOS prompt
instead of directly into
Windows, the 400C was
the fastportable we've
tested in years that actu-
ally made us look twice
to see whether it was
wrned on. We used it
once for a full eight

| pélsyouta choose the
400C, we'd urge a
splurge=—sight
‘inseen—on the active-
matrix Meridian 400A .

o
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" oneyear pansandiabor warranty; 30-day MBG
Direct Prica: $3.095

" 1301 Industrial Bivd. Minneapolis, #MN 55413; 1«800-423’/589
Support: 1-800-228-5390, 24 hours-daily; BBS: (612) 362-1219;

. System as Tosted: 100MHZ Intel DX4 ‘with IGK internal RAM vache;
BMB RAM; 350MB hard drive; t.44MB external floppy drive; backit
singlescan passivematrix color VGA LCD; wo PCMCIA Type Il slots;
BA-key keyboord with paimrest and TruePoint cursor con-
\roller; paralel, serial, VA, mouse, fioppy drive ports; fwe

cheap, but it elimi-
matés its sibling’s only
real handicap—and it
-makes Zeos, in every

| area except battery
life, a threat to Tashi-

NibH battery, packs; AC adapler; carrying case; MSDOS
6.22; Wndows for Workgroups 3.11; Lolus Organizer.

HlGHER NU-MBERS ARE BETTER FOR ALL RESULTS
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ha and its premium - -

“Portégé for top rank

in the subnotebook
ma:’lcg:t. vk

hour workday and got a
GPUmark 748 5.9
16.8it ﬁrateczed Mode LargeMx 211 22 headache that Jasted
Floating-Point Emglation 1,7%9.8 . 1,5652. through -
. Math Coprocessor 28,5183 21,785.1 , ug the ne)_(tmm:n
_ ing. True, the display is
00S VGA Video Score 3,4676 2,765.7 . no worse than the ﬂ\rzll
DOS DISK SCDle 422 g . 3804 Compa_({ Con]_ura
Acro' inerestingly,
- Graphn:s WinMark 95 . the Meridian’s constant 4
16 Colors @ 640x480 41 35 | shimn i
256 Colots @ 640v480 4.0 3.1 S !nmer b vg,:rm‘zl
-~ | while the Aero's was
Disk Winbdark 95- - 396.0 2840 horizontal)., But placed” °
beside any dascan or
L Battery Life (Hrs:Min) 124 3:27 active-matrix Taptop,
there's no comparison.
In fact, unless a
limited budget corn-

instéad. The 400A isn't



