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The S is for Special Edition

editor’s letter

A little special edition for you today, dear readers, some-
thing we’ll be doing from time to time to highlight a gad-
get or event that is making a lot of noise in the industry.
(Also, we like to keep you on your toes.) We weren’t able
to get the iPhone 4S review into last week’s Distro in
time for publication, but neither did we want to keep you
waiting until the next full edition to read about Apple’s

new hotness. After all, the 4S
may not be the most ground-
breaking device on the planet,
but we know a lot of you are
curious to see how it properly
stacks up against the competi-
tion — namely, the iPhone 4.
In this special edition we’re
first going to take a look back
at the evolution of the iPhone,
a gadget that many predicted
would be a monumental fail-
ure. As it turns out, the thing
has been pretty successful.
Apple certainly did not invent
the smartphone but, with the
iPhone, the company pushed
that class of device into a whole
new set of hands — every-
body’s. We said hello to the
first model way back in Janu-
ary of 2007, a device that looks
a little portly by comparison
to the sharp, angular, indus-
trial iPhone 4 that fills so many

_

pockets today.

Along the way, a lot has
changed in the iPhone, but
it’s safe to say that even more
has stayed the same. That’s a
stark contrast to the world of
Android devices, which follow
a much more turbulent path of
evolution. Android devices are
always trying something new
and, while that evolutionary

path doesn’t always work out,
it is at least a fun ride.

The iPhone, meanwhile, has
had a much lower index of
genetic mutation over the years,
evolving more slowly and con-
servatively, relying on tried and
true extensions. This makes it
a device that’s hard to not like,
but is the iPhone 4S a device
that you're truly going to love? I
invite you to go read the review
and find out for yourself. d

s

TIM STEVENS
EDITOR-IN-CHIEF,
ENGADGET
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It may not be what we were expecting
from the next-gen smartphone, but
there’s no denying that the recently
announced iPhone 4S is a far cry from
Apple’s pioneering handset. So what
sets it apart from its mobile ancestors?
Follow us and find out as we explore the
origins of this groundbreaking device.
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With the original iPhone, Apple promised
to change everything, and it did. It didn’t quite
happen overnight, however, and the device
wasn’t exactly the iPhone we know today. The
only apps were the few that came pre-loaded on
the phone (the App Store would open the door
to thousands more a year later), and there was
even some debate about whether or not it was
actually a “smartphone.” It also lacked a num-
ber of fairly common features, and it stuck to
AT&T’s slower EDGE cellular network at a time
when other phones were touting faster 3G speeds
(sound familiar?).

But much hasremained remarkably unchanged
from iPhone version 1.0 — the same icons, the
same interface (for the most part), the same
focus on simplicity and elegance over specs and
endless features. It wasn’t for everybody, and it
left many wanting more, but Apple bet big that
there was a market for a different kind of cell-
phone, and it bet right.




IPhone 3G

BY DANA WOUM AN

Imagine a time when we would dare refer to
Apple, of all companies, as an “upstart in the
mobile space.” That’s a bit of an understatement
in today’s market, but, back in 2008, the sec-
ond-generation iPhone really did feel as scrappy
as it did promising. Today, our review of the 3G
seems quaint, and it’s not just because smart-
phones have since evolved into such advanced
specimens. Even then, we felt relieved that Apple
finally added features we thought it should have
included the first time around — 3G! GPS! A
flush 3.5mm headphone jack! It’s also incred-
ible to remember that it wasn’t until the second-
gen iPhone that Apple opened the App Store
and began supporting third-party apps — a topic
to which we devoted four whole paragraphs in
our review. At that time, too, Apple had intro-
duced MobileMe — a buggy, half-baked attempt
at email / calendar syncing that the company is
only atoning for now, with the launch of iCloud.
So the 3G wasn’t perfect, even by 2008 stan-
dards: we weren’t mad about the plastic, fin-
gerprint-prone back and it still omitted a raft of
no-brainer features such as copy / paste, MMS,
tethered data, push Gmail and stereo Bluetooth
support. And yet, what it still needed in soft-
ware tweaks and marquee specs, it made up for
in usability and service integration — an intoxi-
cating combination that made it the best $200
phone (or any phone, really) that you could get
at the time.
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IPhone 3GS

BY JOE POLLUCINO

Ah, Apple’siPhone 3GS (S standing for speed,
of course). Despite being the third iteration of its
GSM-enabled iDevice (still stuck on AT&T’s net-
work in the US), it was really an update to the
3G, with iPhone OS 3.0 finally bringing about
functionality that was sorely absent. External
changes were limited to an oleophobic-coated
(smudge resistant) glass digitizer, and mirrored
back-plate lettering. Internally, on the other
hand, a 600MHz processor, 256 MB of RAM and
a snappier GPU made for noticeably peppier
performance compared to the 3G. Videogames
benefited from faster load times, and a maxi-
mum 32GB of storage helped with large music
collections. Its three megapixel camera captured
smooth 30fps VGA video, and tap-to-focus made
for easier photography — sadly, it still lacked a
flash.

We seriously enjoyed the ability to finally copy
and paste text and images, and send MMS mes-
sages (although AT&T restricted the functionally
for months). Other highlights included a very
basic voice control interface, spotlight search,
A2DP stereo Bluetooth support and Nike+.
Push notifications were added as an answer to
multitasking in favor of battery life, but it was
a poor answer at best. Notably, landscape key-
board support in most native Apps made daily
typing even more pleasant. The iPhone 3GS
improved the overall iPhone experience, but we
saw it more as a worthy upgrade from the origi-
nal iPhone rather than a replacement for the still
capable 3G.
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ORIGINAL REVIEW

IPhone 4

BY TIM STEVENS

Suffice it to say that we liked the iPhone
4. A lot. The days and weeks leading up to its
announcement were full of excitement, drama
and litigation so it’s no surprise that our review
is full of hyperbole about the “drastic industrial
design” and a new Retina screen that led us to
conclude, “to our eyes, there has never been a
more detailed, clear, or viewable screen on any
mobile device.” We were a little more restrained
about the performance of the thing’s A4 proces-
sor, saying it was “snappier” but that it’s “not as
wildly noticeable a leap as the 3G to the 3GS.”
The 4 took a very different approach to phone
design than other models, especially compared
to previous iPhones. Glass on the front and back,
with a stark, angular band of aluminum separat-
ing the two and serving as antennas. Of course,
we’d all hear plenty about the unintended con-
sequences of that particular design choice, but
the Antennagate furor wouldn’t really get going
for another couple of weeks. At the end of nearly
6,500 words worth of exploration we concluded
“the iPhone 4 is the best smartphone on the mar-
ket right now.”  d|
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IPhone 4S

BY TIM STEVENS

This isn’t the iPhone 5. No matter
how badly you wanted something slim,
sleek and wedge-shaped, this isn’t it.
If you went ahead and got your hopes
up ahead of Apple’s “Let’s Talk iPhone”
event, hopefully you've gotten over the
pangs of discontent by now, because
this device pictured front and center is
the iPhone 4S. It’s a new spin on an old
phone that will shock none, but give it
half a chance, and it will still impress.
The iPhone 4S comes with a faster
processor, a better camera, a smarter
virtual assistant and twice the storage
of its predecessor — if you don’t mind
paying for it. Like the iPhone 3GS did
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before to the 3G, the 4S bumps the
iPhone 4 down to second-class status,
leaving those Apple fans who must have
the best aspiring to own its decidedly
familiar exterior. Apple says this is the
most amazing iPhone ever. Is it? Yes, of
course it is, but read on to see whether
it’s really worth an upgrade.

Hardware

Familiar is a good term for the exte-
rior of the iPhone 4S. When the 4 was
unveiled in the summer of 2010 it was
a strikingly different design from any-
thing else on the market — glass on the
front and back, exposed screws hold-



ing together a deliciously clean ring of
stainless steel. It was kind of chunky
and industrial, like a tastefully refin-
ished factory loft — a big contrast to the
smooth and nondescript models that
came before. The iPhone 4 was some-
thing truly new and, for the days and
weeks after its release, just spotting one
in the wild caused a sensation. It was so
different that people wanted to touch
and hold the thing, to see how it felt in
the hand.

Few are going to go out of their way to
touch and hold the iPhone 4S, but that’s
not to say it isn’t very nice to grasp. The
iPhone 4 felt like a finely crafted piece
of machinery and there’s no doubt this
one walks in those very same foot-
steps. Compared to your average mod-
ern Android wunderphone the 4S feels
small, dense and heavy, a very different
sensation than the occasionally lighter
but frequently more plasticky competi-
tion. The 4S does actually have slightly
more heft than the 4, but only by care-
fully holding one in each hand can you
notice the increase from 137 grams
(4.83 ounces) to 140 (4.94 ounces).

Save for a few tweaks that even the
most dedicated Appleista wouldn’t
be able to spot at a distance, the 4S is
identical from the exterior. A few of
the controls have been shifted by frac-
tions of a millimeter and this uses the
same exterior antenna layout as the
CDMA iPhone 4 that hit Verizon earlier
this year. Rather more significantly,
though, how it works with those anten-
nas has changed.
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The iPhone 4S can now intelligently
and instantly switch between those exte-
rior antennas, in real-time, even while
you're in the middle of a call. Will this
successfully put to rest the iPhone’s rep-
utation as a call dropper? That we’re not
able to say conclusively at this time, as
you really need masses of people ham-
mering on a device to bring out its worst.
(“Antennagate” didn’t come to light until
a few days after the iPhone 4’s release.)
But, in testing a Vodafone 4S against a 4
we found the 4S to be consistently one
bar higher, and did a far better job of
holding on to 3G data. Here in the States,
our Sprint 4S kept right up with another
device we had handy from the same car-
rier: the Nexus S 4G.



There have been a fair number of
other tweaks on the inside. In fact it’s
safe to say Apple threw out the lot of the
iPhone 4’s guts and stuffed in a whole
new batch, starting with the A5 proces-
sor. Yes, it’s the same dual-core chip
that powers the iPad 2 and, while Apple
isn’t saying, it’s running at SOoOMHz —
a bit of a step down from the 1GHz it’s
clocked at in the tablet. RAM unfortu-
nately stays the same, at 512MB, but
maximum available storage has dou-
bled, matching the iPod touch by max-
ing out at 64GB.

The other major change to the inter-
nals comes in the wireless network sup-
port. Thisisaquadband UMTS / HSDPA
/ HSUPA (850, 900, 1,900, 2,100MHz)
and quad-band GSM / EDGE (850,
900, 1,800, 1,000MHZ) device, while
also offering dual-band CDMA EV-DO
Rev. A (900, 1,00MHz). All that nat-
urally means you’ll be getting 3G data
on nearly every carrier in these lands
and abroad, though those providers are
still being cagey about just how much
success you'll have at porting the 4S
from one to another — at least until the
unlocked model shows up in November.
There’s no 4G on offer, though AT&T’s
14.4Mbps HSPA+ service will leave you
feeling a bit less out of touch.

Up front is the same 3.5-inch, 960 x
640 Retina display that wowed us 16
months agoontheiPhone4.That326ppi
density is still quite a lovely thing to
behold, surely one of the highest qual-
ity panels currently available today in a
phone, but in nearly a year and a half

the world has moved on. Smartphones
are bigger than they were in 2010 and
3.5-inches seems on the small side of
average. It’s a great size for those with
moderately proportioned hands, and
opinions certainly differ when deter-
mining what is the optimal girth for a
smartphone (if, indeed, there is such a
thing as optimal) but, after living with a
4.2-inch or larger device, looking at the
digital world through a 3.5-inch portal
feels just a bit... narrow.

/ Siri
Though it comes
a few days after
its release, the
iPhone 4S ush-
ers in the world
of i10S 5. This lat-
est revision of Apple’s mobile operat-
ing system helps to clean some of the
dust off of what was starting to feel a
bit dated without actually changing any
fundamentals. iOS 5 introduces a slew
of improvements and enhancements,
some minor and some rather more
major. We've already posted a partic-
ularly comprehensive iOS 5 review, so
we won’t blather on about it any lon-
ger here except to say it’s a very solid
update that will make your smartphone
an even more seamless, integral part of
your life.

The one thing we will blather on about
quite a bit more here is Siri, your own
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This might answer your
question:

Input interpretation
forecaster (English wor
Definition

noun someone who makes predictions
of the future (usually on the
basis of special knowledge)

Pronunciation

f'lawrk,aster (pa: fork sests)

Hyphenation

fore-cast-er (10 letters

Word frequency histor

Siri was born of a DARPA project called CALO, which Apple acquired in
2010. It is decidedly gender non-specific, despite its feminine voice.

digital helper. Siri is an evolution of
the Siri Virtual Assistant, a spin-off of
a DARPA project called CALO. Apple
bought the company in early 2010 and
now that functionality is baked right
into the OS. Sort of.

Siri can only be found on the iPhone
4S, a curious and seemingly arbitrary
shunning of the other iOS devices.
We've heard that’s due to the proces-
sor demands required for voice rec-
ognition, but since you need an active
data connection to use Siri we have to
imagine that the heavy lifting for voice
recognition is happening somewhere
inside Apple’s massive data center,
which would seemingly allow lower-
spec devices to do the same. And, since
the iPad 2 is running the A5 at an even

higher clock speed, there’s just no good
reason we can think of for putting Siri
exclusively on the 4S. Let the poor girl
out, we say.

Should you find yourself owning the
requisite hardware to give Siri a shot,
youll probably be pretty impressed
with what she can do. Of course, “she”
is a characteristic bit of anthropomor-
phism that we’ll apply to the same voice
you’ve probably heard in a half-dozen
GPS devices in the past, but still, calling
her an “it” just seems a little wrong. Siri
herself, though, wouldn’t mind. Ask her
“Are you a man or a woman?” and her
response is a curt “I was not assigned
a gender.” We think she’s just playing
hard to get.

Siri can do a huge number of things,



from sending texts and emails to find-
ing restaurants and getting directions
from one place to another — things that,
it must be said, could largely be done
before by voice on other devices and
platforms. It’s really the enhanced abil-
ity to understand casually spoken Eng-
lish mixed in with the notion of context
that sets this apart.

Let’s talk about the context bit first.
Say you want to send a text to your wife
to remind her to pick up the dogs from
boarding on the way home from work.
You can just say, “Tell my wife don’t for-
get the dogs.” Siri will send your wife a
message saying, “Don’t forget the dogs.”
How does Siri know who your wife is?
Well, she doesn’t at first, but she’ll ask,
and once you tell her she’ll remember —
until the end of time.

That context works in other situa-
tions, too, like receiving a text message
from someone, asking Siri to check your
calendar, and then just saying “Reply,
I'll see you then.” You don’t need to say
who to reply to, Siri will remember. For
the first time we feel less like we’re giv-
ing stiff commands to a device and more
like we’re actually having a conversa-
tion. That said, you can still be as com-
manding as you like. Siri won’t mind.

And then there’s the other part that
makes Siri good: you don’t have to
remember the commands. At least,
not as much as you do with Android. If
you want directions on Google Naviga-
tion you have to specifically say “Direc-
tions to X.” With Siri you can say “Get
me directions to X,” or you can say “Tell
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Email Lisa about the trip

Siri may fulfill the same tasks as other voice
recognition programs, but it’s the use of ca-
sual language that sets it apart.

me how to get to X,” or even “Direc-
tions to X.” It’s a minor difference but
it feels more like Siri is smart enough to
figure out what you want, whereas the
voice recognition elsewhere feels more
like you have to be smart enough to
remember to say what it wants. (Even
so, we’d certainly prefer to use the far
more polished Google Navigation than
I0S’ Maps to get around.)

Still, this isn’t exactly unprecedented,
apps like Vlingo do similar things else-
where. Also, it should be noted that
Siri isn’t necessarily any more accurate
than other offerings. We did a side-by-



side comparison of the dictation abili-
ties of 10S 5 vs. those built into Android
and Windows Phone and found them
to be similar. Android’s dictation ser-
vices, though rather less friendly than
Siri and requiring a few more taps on
the display, were every bit as accurate.
Windows Phone, however, struggled to
provide consistently accurate transcrip-
tions, often missing words and getting
more complex statements wrong. For
example, the spoken text “Kurt Vonne-
gut lived near Schenectady, New York,”
one time resulted in the message “Could
I get laid in your Schenectady New
York.” An interesting message that Mr.
Vonnegut would have likely approved,
but wasn’t exactly what we had in mind.

It’s in going the other way that Siri has
even more potential, saying that you
have a new message and then promptly
reading it to you — then letting you
reply by voice. The biggest issue here,
though, is that you can’t have emails
read to you, which means you can’t fully
reply by voice. (You can do voice dicta-
tion, but you’ll need to trigger that with
your fingers.)

This potentially could be a boon for
people who would rather listen to their
inbox than NPR on the commute home
from work, and indeed it is, but the
functionality here is a little more limited
than we’d like. For example, you can tell
Siri to look up something on Wolfram
Alpha, and that she’ll dutifully do, but
she won’t read you the response. You
have to look at the phone, likely thanks
to Wolfram Alpha rendering its results

as images rather than plain text.

A truly good assistant will look up
whatever you ask and promptly tell you
the answer — not print it out and make
you read it. Having to still fish your
phone out of your pocket for some things
makes Siri rather less wonderful than
she could be, but she’s very impressive
nevertheless. And, more importantly,
this signals that Apple is taking a real
interest in improving voice recognition
and hands-free device interaction. That
should mean some amazing progress
from here, and we can’t wait to talk to
the next generation Siri.

We also hope that Siri’s siblings will
be able to run offline, because today’s
girl requires a 3G or WiFi connection
to do anything. Even the simple voice
commands that were available in i0S
before no longer work offline, and if you
happen to be one of the few who actu-
ally used those commands to change
tunes while offline, you are sadly going
to have to find another way to navi-
gate your library. We also hope that she
broadens her horizons a bit, as much of
Siri’s functionality (directions, looking
up businesses) doesn’t work in Europe.

Battery life and performance

The teardown of the iPhone 4S revealed
a new battery pack that’s just a wee bit
bigger than that found in the 4 (5.3Whrs
vs. 5.25) so the promised increase in
longevity found here must come from
more efficient internals. And that’s a
very good thing — we would prefer to
see cellphones get more frugal than



simply progressing on to bigger and
heavier batteries.

Apple promises up to eight hours of
battery life on an active 3G connection,
which is up one hour from the 4. Curi-
ously, though, standby time has dropped
from 300 hours on the 4 to 200 on the
4S. (This phoneis, apparently, something
of a restless sleeper.) Other stats remain
the same: 14 hours on GSM, 10 hours of
video watching and 40 hours of listen-
ing to tunes. Unfortunately, we have not
yet been able to complete our full suite of
battery tests.

When you’re less concerned about
longevity and more concerned about
outright speed, the 4S won’t disappoint
when compared to its predecessors. On
the SunSpider 9.1 JavaScript bench-
mark, a good test of overall ability to
render the best the web has to offer,
the phone scores a 2,200ms on aver-
age. That’s well lower (quicker) than
the 3,700 the iPhone 4 manages and
faster than any other smartphone we’ve
tested. In factit ranks right up there with
tablets like the Galaxy Tab 10.1 (2,200),
but still the iPad 2 leaves it behind with
its score of 1,700.

But it’s not all about the benchmarks,
and we’ve been overall quite impressed by
the performance of the 4S in general tasks.
We remain continually impressed by the
performance of the iPhone 4 — despite its

aging assets, it still performs like a young
smartphone in its prime. In other words,
we’re not seeing a particularly strong dif-
ference between day-to-day usage of the
two devices. Yes, your apps will load a lit-
tle more quickly and react more respon-
sively and your webpages will render
more snappily, but Apple already did such
a good job of ensuring solid performance
on the 4 that this upgrade seems rather
less than necessary.

Of course, that could all change when
we start to see some games able to make
use of the extra firepower the iPhone 4S
has at its disposal. At the phone’s com-
ing out party Epic showed off Infinity
Blade 2 and wowed us with very impres-
sive graphics. The problem is, that game
isn’t due out until December, and we’re
not aware of other similarly eye-pop-
ping 4S-exclusive titles in the pipeline
that will be dropping before then.

The final aspect of performance is net-
work speed and, as ever, your mileage
can and will vary greatly depending
on the relative strength or weakness of
carriers in your area. But, regardless of
carrier, the lack of LTE here is a defi-
nite disappointment. Top-tier phones
on Android almost universally feature
a fourth gee and, with Verizon, Sprint,
and AT&T all finally onboard the LTE
train to 4G Town, it’s about time the
iPhone hitched a ride too. Its omission
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surely helps battery life but hurts this
device’s status as a world-conquering
wunderphone.

We tested a Sprint version of the phone
and found that, with full bars on 3G,
download speeds were averaging about
1Mbps down and .9Mbps up, with pings
hovering around 70ms. Comparing that
toaNexus S 4G (with WiMAX disabled),
also running on Sprint, we found down-
load speeds to be quite comparable.
Signal strength between the two phones
was comparable as well.

Camera

Apple is quite proud of the iPhone 4’s
status as the most popular camera
on photo sharing sites like Flickr, and
now the company is finally giving all
those guerilla photogs something good
to capture pictures with. As was long
rumored, the iPhone 4S steps up to an
eight megapixel, backside-illuminated
sensor that sits behind a new lens array
with an f/2.4 aperture (improved from
the old phone’s f/2.8). More megapix-
els certainly don’t equate to better pic-
tures, but it’s safe to say the new camera
package here impresses.

But, what will impress you first is the
speed. Apple is quite proud of the speed
improvements for bringing up the cam-
era app and taking the first picture, and
it is a noticeable improvement over the 4
— except when using the HDR mode that

was introduced in i0OS 4.1. Here it doesn’t
seem to be much if any quicker at all.
Leave that off, though, and you'll be hop-
ping from one shot to the next like some-
one who hasn’t got time for shutter lag.

In our initial camera testing, we put
ourselves into tourist mode: walking
around, taking random pictures of things
that tourists would. The quality of the
resulting shots is definitely good, among
the top tier of shooters we’ve tested. The
phone doesn’t seem to be bothered by big
differences in contrast (like the Galaxy S
IT) and does a good job focusing quickly
and accurately — we only had one or two
missed macro shots.

Video quality is also top-notch. The
iPhone 4S will record at 1080p30 and we
found the footage to be clear and bright.
Auto-focus happens quickly and we didn’t
detect any obnoxious focus-hunting,.

Overall the improvements on the cam-
era are tangible and appreciated, but
there’s one thing Apple sadly failed to
fix here: its location. The peep-hole for
the lens is still too close to the edge of
the device for our tastes, which resulted
in many a stray finger sneaking into our
shots. We’d have liked to see it sneak its
way a little further toward the center of
the phone.

Wrap-up
Is this the bestiPhone yet? Yes, of course
it is. The iPhone 4S takes the previous



king, gives it some more pep and adds
on a better camera to boot, all without
really gaining any extra weight. This is,
then, the best iPhone on the market, but
that still leaves us with two unanswered
questions: is it the best phone on the
market, and is it worth the upgrade?

The first question is hard to answer.
If you're into i0OS, have a wealth of App
Store purchases you’d like to keep using
and, in general, are down with the Apple
ecosystem then, yes, this is the best
phone out there. If, however, you've
been shopping around, or are already
tight with Android, Windows Phone,
BlackBerry or Meego (hey, the N9 is
pretty great) then it’s hard to see this as
a truly forward-looking device. The 3.5-
inch display and abject lack of 4G con-
nectivity alone make this phone feel a
little too conservative to really tickle the
fancy of those looking for something a
bit more progressive.

So, then, is it worth the upgrade?

Apple iPhone 4S

Well, if your contract happens to be
up and you want an iPhone and you
haven’t already jumped on the iPhone
4 then yes, this is the one you want. It
does come at a $100 premium over its
predecessor, but in the long run that
premium will be worth it, as the 4S will
surely be supported by Apple for a good
bit longer than the 4 (as the 3GS con-
tinues to be, while the 3G is now fad-
ing into obsolescence). But, if you're
mid-contract or haven’t quite yet been
wooed by all that iOS has to offer, we’d
recommend sitting this one out. The
iPhone 4S does everything better than
the iPhone 4, but it simply doesn’t do
anything substantially different. d

Zach Honig and Mat Smith contributed
to this review.

Tim Stevens is Editor-in-chief at En-
gadget, a lifelong gamer, a wanna-be
racer, and a born Vermonter.

PROS

 Great performance

* Improved camera

- Siri could, eventually, change
the game

- Broader carrier compatability

CONS

« Zero visual differentiation
*No LTE

Apple clearly has a winner with its best iPhone to date, but if you were gun-
ning for the iPhone 5, you’ll be best continuing the wait.
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