Less than a year ago, getting free long distance using your computer was all the rage.  Things have sure have changed.  There appear to only be two companies offering any type of free calls at all.





The best deal comes from Hottelephone.com.  They permit 2 free hours of pc-to-phone calling per month.  More minutes are available at a fee, but I was unable to find the rate chart.  Minor downfall, you must have an active Hottelelink account, with at least a $2.00 balance in order to use the free service.  Requirements are that you are running Windows 95, 98, or NT on at least a Pentium class machine, and have 16 megs of ram, sound card and microphone.  Membership includes a free email account with voice recorder.  One very unique feature, you can send pc-to-phone messages for free!  The recipient can also reply using their touch tone keypad.  Their website's text-to-speech converter will even read your mail to you!  





Net2phone does still offer limited free phonecalls.  If you only need to make a short call (5 minutes or less) there is no charge.  Continue the call for just $.02 per minute if you wish.  They appear to have the cheapest rates as of January 2002.





Many of you are saying, what happened to dialpad.com, weren't they the biggest and best?  Yes, and their service is no longer free.  It currently costs $9.99 per month for 400 minutes (about 2.5 cents per minute).  Some cellular and digital phone packages cost less, and include nationwide local calling.  


Pc2phone.com and Mediaring.com are charging 2.9 and 3.9 cents per minute respectively.





Freephone.com boasts that go2call.com is, "The leading international pc-to-phone provider."  The link at 


the bottom of their page says "Click here to call the World for Free!".  But when I clicked, I was presented


with no free options at all, and rates that weren't that low (3.5 cents per minute in the US).  





Now that most of these services are charging, what can you do?  If the person you are calling has a computer also, you might want to switch to a pc-to-pc service.  





If you are familiar with instant messaging programs such as ICQ or AIM, you might want to try out MSN's messenger program, available at messenger.msn.com.  It still handles instant messages but also allows pc to pc calls free.  Pc to phone calls can still be made but for a fee.  With chat, paging, file sharing, email alerts and game invites, it is a worthwhile download.





Phonefree.com, who used to also offer free pc-to-phone service, now only supports pc to pc calls.  However, add to that a voice and video mail feature, video phonecalls, instant messages, file and photo transfers and instant chat, this is quite a nice package.  So far, it's all still free.





Another twist on the free call plans is phonehog.com.  Join their program and visit websites.  In return for viewing the advertising, you will earn long distance calling minutes.  





The difference in quality, the additional expense of electricity to run the computer, the delay in connection at the beginning of the call, and lack of freedom provided by your cordless phone all make the pc-to-phone industry not quite as attractive as when it was free.  Weight your alternatives, and choose a service that is right for your calling needs.








