What is firewire?  It sounds amazing, and actually, it is. It is a super-fast serial transfer connection and set of protocols (rules by which the data is transferred).  Firewire, sometimes referred to as I-link, was conceived by Apple Computer in 1986. Although its speed easily surpassed USB, it was considered too expensive to add this type of port to a computer at that time.  Hence, it didn't catch on very quickly.  In 1995, it was accepted and standardized by the IEEE organization, and given the name IEEE 1394.  Now that a standard had been set, Sony (with other companies close on their heels) began adding a FireWire port to their new DV camcorders.  DV is a new digital video format supported by more than 50 independent companies, and this interface seems perfectly suited for transmission of it.  Finally, a practical application had arrived to make FireWire feasible.

To add to its acceptance, Europe's Digital Video Broadcast (DVB) consortium has also adopted the 1394 bus for broadcast-related applications as well as set-top boxes. The U.S. manufacturers also appear ready to embrace it by incorporating FireWire ports into the next generation of satellite TV receivers.

What does the FireWire connector look like?  It looks a lot like a USB port, but is a bit smaller, and two of the corners have been angled off.  The center conductor is a card edge with three connections on each side, as opposed to USB’s single edge 4-conductor layout.  

What does the wire look like?

The cable is made up of six wires.  One for power, one for ground, and two pairs of intertwined cables that carry the instructions and access requests between the cpu and the devices themselves.  Currently, the power lines are rarely used.  You might recognize the plug, which resembles those found on Nintendo’s Gameboy products.

An exception to this is Sony’s interface.  It uses a 4 conductor cable for the connection to the DV camcorders and DVCRs. They are similar to the standard cable, but lack the power wires. They terminate in a smaller, 4 prong connectors. To connect a Sony product to a standard Firewire device or interface card, you will need a 4 prong to 6 prong adapter. It simply connects the data lines and eliminates the power connection.  

How fast is it?  To compare it to something more familiar, USB can run at speeds up to 12 mbps, and you can daisy-chain as many as 127 devices on your USB port.  FireWire on the other hand, will run as fast as 400 mbps!  Although you can only add up to 63 devices, virtually no one will ever try to use that many.  Another major difference is that FireWire devices can communicate with each other without the computer cpu's help.  What this means to you, for example, is that you could plug one camcorder into a second and copy video directly.

How long can I make FireWire cables?  If you intend to run at full speed, up to 4.5 meters. Longer cable runs can be achieved by using thicker cable than the current 22 gauge or by transmitting at a lower bit rate (which sort of defeats the purpose, doesn't it?).

Does my operating system support it?  Windows 2000, Windows 98 Second Edition, and Windows Me all support IEEE1394, as well as many newer Macintosh systems.

Read what Microsoft has to say about firewire here:

http://www.microsoft.com/WINDOWS2000/techenthusiast/features/ieee1394.asp

Info on using firewire devices on Windows ME can be found here:

http://support.microsoft.com/support/kb/articles/Q278/7/14.ASP

If your system doesn’t have a FireWire port yet, cards are available that plug into a PCI slot.  You can even set up a super-fast home network using two firewire cards.

USB to FireWire adapters are available for some items, and will increase speed in some cases.

To sum it up, FireWire should become mainstream in the coming months.  If you intend to dabble in DV, work on digital video editing, or just need a super-fast interface for add-on products, FireWire may be the next evolution in computer interfacing.

