Today, many people are looking for portable storage solutions that are reliable, convenient, and compatible.  Flash media products are filling this gap.  

They are so named because they use a type of chip called flash ram.  This chip is rewritable, and won't lose its contents when the power is turned off.

Your digital camera or MP3 player may use small, removable cards that are a form of flash media.  But were you aware how many different types of these exist?

. 

Most all flash memory products have features such as low power consumption, and high speed data transfers.  But their most impressive feature is their invulnerability to changes in temperature.  Freeze it, bake it, this media doesn't seem to mind.  With no moving parts to drain your battery and a shock rating of 2,000G's, this is as close to indestructible as chip makers have come yet.

Smart media is currently used in many brands of digital cameras, MP3 players, and digital voice recorders.  It is a type of erasable and programmable ROM chip that has been fused into a small plastic card.  Resembling a mini-floppy disk, it is only 1/3 the size of a credit card and just as thin.

Compact flash is the most popular of all of these removable media types at this time.

It could be called a scaled-down version of the PC Card (PCMCIA) interface, and

can even be used in one with an inexpensive adapter!  About the size of a matchbook,

it is popular not only in digital cameras and portable audio devices, but also handheld PC's, PDA's, desktop computers and photo printers.  Their features are similar to those of the Smart media, but they usually have higher storage capacity (up to 2 GB currently).  

Ultra compact flash has recently hit the market.  It was designed for people who feel the need for speed.  Ultra compact flash has the highest data transfer rate of all the flash ram types to date, up to 2.8 Megs per second (over twice its nearest competitor).  These high-performance cards are great for digital cameras that can shoot several high-resolution images in sequence.  They also improve shots taken of

moving vehicles, sporting events, or animals in flight.  Ultra compact flash is also interchangeable with units using standard compact flash.

Memory stick digital storage is compatible with a wide variety of consumer electronic devices including digital cameras, digital video cameras, and audio recorders.   Less than the size of a stick of chewing gum, it is smaller than both the compact flash and smart media products.  These memory cards come in various storage capacities from 4 to 128 MB.  One of memory stick's more unique features is an erasure prevention switch.  Just like it sounds, this will lock the disk, preventing it from being accidentally written to.  Manufacturers are hoping to penetrate the DV (digital video) and mini DV market with this item.

Flash ram is so versatile, it's hard to cover all of its uses in one article.  So in part 2, you'll read about MMC, SD card, and more.  

Flash media cards are taking the mainstream market by storm.  They are fast, reliable storage.  But there are so many formats.  How do you decide between them?

Last time we looked at smart media, compact flash, ultra compact flash, and memory stick types.  

MMC or multimedia card is another popular type of flash media.  It is one of the most commonly used formats due to its size.  Resembling a postage stamp, MMC media weighs in at just under 2 grams!  Smaller media means smaller portable products.

Most commonly you’ll see MMC used in MP3 players, cell phones, digital camcorders, electronic organizers, and GPS units.  Anything that needs to be small and carried with you daily could soon support this format.  Currently multimedia cards range in size from 32 megs to 128.  Unlike most of the other formats, it is possible to use up to 30 MMC cards on a single bus, adding to its versatility.

What is an SD card?  The SD, or secure digital, card is a highly secure version of flash memory.  It is physically similar to MMC media, and is used in car navigation systems, handheld PC’s, smart phones, digital camcorders, electronic books, and other devices.  Most often you’ll find this type of ram used in units requiring higher security to protect copyrighted intellectual data such as movies, music, or software copy protection.  It is also recommended for critical storage because of its sliding write protect switch on the outer casing which helps prevent accidental erasure.  New devices that have SD card slots will also accept MMC media.   

PC Card Flash ATA is a form of flash media that was designed to be used like a hard drive.  It fits a standard PCMCIA or PC Card slot.  With high performance and low power requirements to boot, it’s a terrific choice for laptop users needing additional portable storage.  It is one of the fastest as far as write performance, and comes in sizes from 8 MB up to 1 Gigabyte at the present time.  Some makers are going as far as considering replacing the standard internal IDE hard drive, with one of these drives fitted with an IDE interface.  It would speed up boot time and drive access tremendously.

Thumb drives are similar technology used mainly for data storage.  They don’t fit in cams or mp3 players, but will work in any system that has a USB port.  They are great for laptop users who want to exchange data quickly between their laptop and main system, or college students needing to transport data from home to class easily.

There are players for these disks to allow your pictures to be viewed on a television without having to connect the device to the computer!

Also, now out are readers that connect to the USB port of your system.  It assigns a drive letter to the card just like a zip or other removable media disk and allows you to copy from, and in many cases to, the device.  You’ll find some USB readers that support several different formats to help combat the incompatibility problem.

What size media card will you need?  That will be based on what type of data you want to store.  A 32 Meg card will hold up to an hour of MP3 music depending on the bit rate it was recorded at, with 80-128 BPS being recommended.  Videos of course will require much larger capacity cards.  A 256 MB card can hold over 80 minutes of MPEG-4 video, or over 250 hi-res digital still images.

So how do you choose which type of products to buy?  Make you decision based on compatibility between other devices you already own or plan to purchase, and availability and price of the media.  It can be frustrating to have an MP3 player that requires MMC, a camcorder that only uses memory stick, and a PDA that takes compact flash.  

It is also difficult to predict which of these may become a standard, and which may become a dinosaur.  How many of you purchased a Beta VCR or a computer that used SIPP ram chips?  

Any of these types would make a reliable storage medium for your data.

No matter which of these formats you choose, the internal flash ram technology remains the same.  My recommendation is, choose whatever makes your job easier.  Buy enough media cards to do what you want to do with the device.  In case the product is discontinued, it will still be useful to you.  And lastly, they are so small, be sure to get a good storage box for whichever media you choose, or your memories truly may become just that!  

