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I’ve used Microsoft Windows-based computers for probably 90% or more of my computing lifetime. While I’ve used Apple computers and tablets a bit, and currently use an Android smartphone and a Chromebook regularly, I am without a doubt more experienced with Windows (Win7 and XP) than any other operating system. If compared to languages, I’m somewhat multilingual, but my primary (if not native) language is Windows. That is why it was a difficult decision for me to choose to leave my Windows laptop behind on the weeklong trip I made with my wife to Nebraska to see the total solar eclipse on 8/21/17, and instead use my smartphone and Chromebook on our travels. 
On almost every trip I’ve taken since I bought it on 2012, my Fujitsu Windows 7 laptop has been my traveling companion. From business trips to vacations to weekend getaways, this small, 14” laptop has taken care of all my computing needs while away from home. It has allowed me to connect to the internet (through both wired Ethernet connections and Wi-Fi) for email and information from the web. It temporarily stored the hundreds of digital photos I’d take each day while on ten-day vacations in Hawaii on its hard drive. It aided me in navigation through stored and online maps. It stored electronic copies of our travel documents, camera manuals for reference and books, music and movies to keep me occupied while on the airplane. It even allowed me to write my newsletter column on the plane ride back home, to avoid missing our editor’s submission deadlines. Before I had this laptop, my 14” XP laptop performed the same travel duties.
I have been using my 11.6” Acer Chromebook more and more over the last two years. I now use it to take notes at UCHUG board meetings and SCRUGS (Southern California Regional User Group Summit) meetings, as it is much lighter than my laptop and has longer battery life. Because it is so quick to boot up (typically under 15 seconds), it is what I grab to get a quick answer off the web when not sitting in front of my laptop (though I now have an Android smartphone and go to the web on it, I prefer the Chromebook’s larger screen).

Two years ago, I even took my Chromebook on a Hawaii vacation along with my laptop; I was not brave enough to take the Chromebook alone. This eclipse trip was the first time it went instead of the laptop (it is also our first vacation since that Hawaii trip – I really need to get out more). I knew the Chromebook would be great for web access, as it boots so fast. It only has Wi-Fi, but few hotels have wired Ethernet available in their rooms these days anyway. Though the Chromebook can’t run Thunderbird for email like my laptop, I can still get my Juno email through their web interface.
My main concern with the Chromebook is its lack of internal storage. To capture the entire eclipse experience, we would be taking four still cameras and four video cameras, all digital, on this trip. I could have just bought more extra SD memory cards to use in the cameras, but found I could use an external USB hard drive (2.5” type that gets all its power from the USB cable) as mass storage for photos and videos. The file manager in the Chrome OS does not use the familiar copy and paste; it is a little confusing to the Windows user in that dragging a file from one memory device to another copies it instead of moving it. I practiced on all the cameras before we left and wrote the process on a sticky note on the Chromebook, so I felt the photo storage process using the external USB drive would be OK.
It is funny how technology sometimes comes full circle. In the early days of digital photography, memory cards were small and rather expensive, so a few companies made external photo hard drives. These were small rotating platter drives with a built-in battery and memory card reader or USB OTG (On The Go) interface. You could connect your camera or memory card to one of these photo drives and it could copy off your photos without any other controlling device like a laptop. I still have a few of these photo drives, but their capacities now seem so small. Today memory cards are large and relatively inexpensive, but I still prefer to copy my photos off to a hard drive; I think it is easier to organize and deal with one hard drive than a bunch of memory cards.

Once we got on the plane to leave on vacation, I discovered the other main issue with the Chrome OS – its lack of support (drivers) for some file types and devices as compared to more the popular Windows. We flew on Southwest Airlines from San Diego to Omaha, through Las Vegas. On one of our flight legs, our plane was equipped with onboard Wi-Fi. Southwest provides some free TV shows and a flight tracker in addition to paid movies and an internet connection ($8 per day) on their Wi-Fi-equipped planes (projected to be on all their fleet next year). I recall watching the free TV the last time I flew; unfortunately, the streaming video format they use is not supported by the Chrome OS. It does not appear I could have used the paid internet service either, as it only listed Windows, iOS and Android for supported devices. At least I could use the flight tracker on my Chromebook. I tried to watch the inflight free TV on my Android smartphone, but it required a Southwest video app that I would have had to have downloaded from the Google Play store before I boarded the plane.
Once at our destination, the Chromebook proved its worth by providing good and quick internet access at our hotels and copying photos and videos from cameras to the external USB hard drive as needed. Copying whole folders of photo JPEG files worked fine, although there were a lot of files, they were not too large. The video files I was copying were up to 1 GB each, which could take 5 minutes or so apiece, so I chose to copy each video file individually rather than as multiples. It seemed the Chromebook took longer to copy files than my Windows laptop did. Since the Chromebook’s processor is not as fast or powerful this would not be surprising, but I’d need to do some testing at home to confirm this.
Viewing the photos and videos on the hard drive also brought out the Chromebook’s limitations. It could display the JPEG photo files, but scrolling through them was slower than on my more powerful laptop. The Chromebook could view the AVI and MP4 video files my dashcam and action cams produced pretty well, but the MTS files my digital camera creates in video mode could not be viewed as all. I downloaded an app called VLC from the Chrome OS store to view these .mts files, but the playback was very jerky. My digital video camcorder records in high definition AVCHD format, which the Chromebook cannot handle.
I usually receive around a hundred emails a day on my primary email account (Juno), but I could use the Chromebook to tame my email while on travel. I used the Juno web mail interface about once a day to delete all but the most essential emails, so that I could download them into Thunderbird on my laptop upon my return home. I could of course handle those emails that were critical from the web mail interface, but that proved to be necessary for only a few.
The real star of the traveling tech show proved to be my smartphone. I used it to communicate via texts most of the time, rather than emails. Through the camera app I had installed before we left, I was able to view the three Samsung web cameras in our house on the phone and feel confident everything back home was safe. Unfortunately, at this time the Chromebook does not support all Android apps, so my home web cams could not be viewed on the Chromebook. Google is supposed to be fixing Chrome to allow the use of all Android apps, which will be a big benefit; we Chromebook users are still waiting.
I also used my smartphone to run Google Maps for navigation, though as I feared this worked well only in the major cities. Out in the country (which is most of Nebraska), where there is limited cell coverage, new map data could not always be loaded by Google Maps and location searches could not be made. Fortunately, I also brought my Magellan auto GPS receiver, which contained map files to navigate anywhere in North America. Google Maps did provide much better navigation, traffic and point of interest searching where cell coverage was good, so we usually ran both the smartphone and Magellan GPS for navigation, using each as appropriate to the situation. In San Diego, we take for granted that we will have good cell coverage as we drive. In Nebraska, away from the major cities the cell coverage can be poor, even along the Interstate highway.
With all the cameras and tech tools we brought, we could have a great vacation and see the eclipse in totality for almost two and a half minutes, taking way more photos and videos than we probably needed. I’d seen partial solar eclipses before, but the totality we experienced was a wondrous thing. The next chance to see a total solar eclipse in the U.S. will be on April 8, 2024, less than seven years from now. It will be visible from Texas through the middle of the eastern U.S. and up to Maine. I’d like to see that one as well. With the way my Google devices worked on this trip, I’d definitely consider leaving Windows at home again. But a lot can change in the tech world in seven years. Who knows what kind of technology I’ll have to take on my travels by then? 
