Language
tranglaiors

—more models
and new tricks

Translations and instant
info are only the beginning

By BILL HAWKINS

"Want to try a Ramos Fizz?" asked El-
iot Hess, a representative for the
Craig Corporation, as he pushed a
couple of buttons on his hand-held
language translator. The display
blackened for a moment and then, like
a Times Square billboard, began
spewing the secret ingredients to a
drink I didn't even know existed. Not
only did it tell me | needed such things
as one-half teaspoon of orange-flower
water; it also told me how to mix and
serve the concoction.

What business does an exotic drink
have in a language translator? Lots,
says Hess (millions of dollars of busi-
ness, in fact), and playing bartender is
just one trick these new portable in-
formation centers can do.

A translator will plan your next
dinner, help vou choose a wine, and
actually speak to a waiter in his na-
tive language to order the meal. It will
play chess while you're waiting, teach
you a language as you eat—even pre-
scribe medical remedies for the indi-
gestion later.

And that's just the beginning. Now
there are new models from which to
choose, each with the ability to hold
virtually any information you need.
Sure, they still translate languages,
but even that's being improved. The
newest plans call for increased capa-
bility to conjugate verbs, get the prop-
er gender, and even correct syntax
through the use of more phrases. But
even with advances, language trans-
lations are quickly becoming just one
Enter words or phrases in one language basic, but these new models retrieve data  of their varied functions.
get a literal transiation in another. That's  instantly and even speak Since our first report [PS, Apr. "79],
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Crailg translator accepts up to three modules at once for cross-
translations and phonetic spellings. It's $200; $25 per language.

Craig has been joined by Nixdorf (for-
merly Lexicon), Sharp, and Texas In-
struments, with Panasonic readying a
version at this writing. All the trans-
lators look and feel like oversize pock-
et calculators. A keyboard lets you
enter your question; a digital display
gives you the answer,

But the secret to their ability and
what can make each one different is
in their programming—the individual
instructions and raw data used by the
translator’s microprocessor.

Module mania

Like the plug-in cartridges of a vid-
eo game, these translators are pro-
grammed for a specific function with
one or more plug-in modules. While
one module may teach it the basics of
Italian, another may contain statis-
tics on the Olympic games.

The modules are the key to the ver-
satility of these machines, so manu-
facturers are in a frenzy to "digitize”
as much data on as many different
subjects as possible.

For example, besides the bar/wine
and diet/nutrition module, the Craig
unit will translate Spanish, French,
German, Italian, and Japanese liter-
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ally—and with an additional module,
it will display the words phonetically,
making it easy for you to say them.

The Nixdorf translator accepts
French, Spanish, and German mod-
ules, along with data modules that let
you add your own info if you wish.
Plug in the European soccer-league
module, for example, and you can up-
date it yourself at the end of the next
ball game. The Nixdorf also accepts
interface modules. These are special
connectors that allow you to attach
the unit (directly or by phone) to a
large conventional computer. For
now, on-the-road =alespeople, for ex-
ample, could use this attachment.
And not long from now, a quick con-
nection to your home computer could
load the unit with an updated shop-
ping list or your daily appointments.

The Texas Instruments’ translator
also accepts Spanish, French, and
German modules, but what it does
with them could make you the envy of
any linguist: It talks. Each module
contains digital info to represent hu-
man phonetic sounds. When put to-
gether electronically, they become
about 300 spoken words that will
make up some 3000 phrases.
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Nixdorf unit ($140) accepts language modules ($60) or interface
connectors ($150) for attaching it to a remote computer.

Side view of Tl's translator shows a unique addition: volume
control and ear jack, it speaks for $300 and $60 per module

Sharp Japanese model ($200) uses Roman spelling translation
(“Sianara,” etc.). Multiple language model is planned.

Now if all this sounds quite incred-
ible, I should tell you that evervone 1
spoke to emphasized that this is just
the start. Future plans from Pana-
sonic, for example, include add-on de-
vices such as a printer or video-dis-
play terminal along with educational
and game modules, Sharp designers
have a speaking translator in the lab,
and their present model has a curious
dot-matrix display. The designers
aren't talking—in any language—but
it could display a lot more than just
conventional letters and numbers.

At present, the limitation is the
memory capacity inside each module,
but that's sure to change. Within just
the next couple of months, both Craig
and Nixdorf plan to switch to a newer,
double-density module. For transla-
tions, it means more words and verb
conjugations. [t could mean virtually
anything in the data modules.

And what will happen with even
higher-density memories, such as
bubble technology? "We see it as the
ultimate traveler's aid,” said a TI
spokesman. "And the day will come
when you'll simply speak into one
end—like a tape recorder. The trans-
lation will come out the other.” HE
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