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This is the first article for which I've ever had a co-author, and I've gotta tell you I couldn't have written it without her help.  As a matter of fact, you are the recipient of about a hundred hours of research and a gradual winnowing down of a lot of programs for your Palm computer about aviation through the efforts of this lady.

There has been a tremendous proliferation of this handy little computer in the market, due in no small part to the decision by Palm Inc. to offer refurbished machines on their website at about a quarter of what a new one cost just two years ago.  You can now get a medium-quality (2 meg memory) Palm for $80.  If you want one or two steps "up the line", look for Palm IIIxe (8 meg memory); for $120 you can find tons of them on ebay or any of the other "auction" websites.

Now Gail is the technogeek of the family when it comes to computers.  I simply want the darned thing to be a tool that works when I push the buttons.  Between the two of us, we bring to your attention five of the best programs of the herd.  The herd?  On the best software collection we've been able to find (www.palmgear.com) there are no less than 75 aviation software packages meant for the Palm machine.  We tried a lot of them before we bring you our selections.

Some of these programs are freeware, some are fairly inexpensive shareware, and one of them is a pretty pricey package.  In the order that I personally find them useful, here they are:

COPILOT v2.4 (freeware).  That's right, FREEware.  No cost.  Nada.  Zip.  And the best of the best by my standards.  This little jewel does triple-duty as an electronic E6B, a graphical weight and balance calculator, and trip planning by means of either user data points or a FREE database of every airport and navaid in the USA (and a passel of other countries as well).

It remembers data on your personal aircraft from data that you input, remembers data on your particular pilot ratings and certificates, and remembers any navigation points unique to your way of flying if the data isn't in the free downloadable database.  And, it does all this memory magic on less than 1 Meg of memory for the program and the entire USA airport/navaid database.

While such a do-everything program is a little daunting when you first load it up, the absolutely superb printed user's manual (14 pages) takes you step-by-step through the process of entering your data and getting useful information onto the screen.  The screens you see with this article were taken less than half an hour after I started the program from stone cold nothing.  After an hour of judicious fiddling around (we engineers call that fiddling "heuristic experimentation" and charge a lot of money for it) I feel about as comfortable with this little jewel as I do with any other program I've used for a lot longer.  

Here is the download information:  The program itself is found at www.palmgear.com, then click on software, then categories, and select "aviation" as the category.  This will find and let you download a zipped file with the program and the owner's manual.  To get the airport/navaid database, go to http://xcski.com/~ptomblin/CoPilot/ and select which of the databases you want.  Paul has neatly used the FAA's 4-region system to categorize the airports and navaids (Northeast, Southwest, etc.) or you can download the entire USA or entire North American database all at once.

The only thing I can fault CoPilot for is a rather useless Flight Plan routine that fills out the standard FAA flight plan information for you.  It is sort of a so-what by my standards, but for free, what the heck.  It just takes up memory space that could be better used elsewhere.

AV8R ver 2.0. (shareware $10 to register).  This program is also an electronic E6B, but adds a couple of goodies that CoPilot leaves out.  Also, it does not have a flight planning routine.

The goodies that come along with this package is a very useful conversion routine that lets you convert from Fahrenheit to Centigrade, distances (all the way from centimeters to nautical miles – did you know that there are 185,300 cm in a nautical mile?), and volumes/weight conversions.

There is also an excellent time/distance/fuel calculator that doesn't let you make mistakes like the old mechanical "slide rule" E6B let you do.  Fill in any two values and the program instantly calculates the third missing value.

Another nifty feature is a Density Altitude – True Airspeed calculator, but perhaps the strongest useful feature is the Wind calculator.  The wind calculator lets you go both ways – input heading and groundspeed and let the calculator give you wind speed and direction or input wind speed and direction and let the machine calculate your wind correction angle and groundspeed.  In addition, another part of the wind meter lets you input reported windspeed/direction and intended runway and the calculator will give you crosswind component and head/tailwind component for that runway.

AV8R also has a weight/balance routine very similar to CoPilot, but I've got a bone to pick with the routine.  The graph and data are marginally easier to read in AV8R, but the figure clearly shows that the airplane is overloaded, yet the data shows it to be right on the line.  That isn't a particularly good "feature" so far as I'm concerned.

At any rate, AV8R is a relatively small program (less than 100 K of memory used) and if only for the wind calculator (and the great price) it is a permanent part of my Palm.

Download information:  The program has its own website at www.cyberav8r.com, and registration (including a donation to the Young Eagles program) is handled at www.pilotgear.com
AIRPORT INSIGHT ver 1.3 (commercial $25 for one update, $40 for a full year update).   Sort of like the whole airport database, Airport Facility Directory, and those snazzy little "airport directory" books all rolled into one.

Insight is a commercial program and makes no pretense at being shareware.  It has a nonstandard installation routine intended to protect the program from being "shared" with several friends.  However, in doing so it sort of makes it a pain to install correctly.

Once installed, though, it is very easy to navigate.  One of my main problems with going cross-country is going into a strange area and finding the correct frequency for ATC flight following.  Insight makes this a piece of cake, with the approach/departure frequencies for every airport a part of the database.  Along with this information comes the usual airport data (elevation, pattern altitude, Unicom frequencies, runways/lengths, and all that good stuff) displayed in an easy-to-navigate format.  Not only that, but it contains all current NOTAM information on all the runways and the airport itself.

If you order the full-year update, you get an update to all this information on all USA airports on the regular 56 day update cycle.  

Now for the real goodies with this program.  You get the runway layout in graphic format along with a "zoom" capability that lets you magnify or reduce any section of the graphic that you choose.  There is also a place for you to input personal notes or data on each individual airport.  It lists all VOR/ILS navaids within 30 miles and all LF ("NDB") data within ten miles.

Finally, a goodie I've never seen anywhere at any price.  It gives you a graphic traffic pattern indicator along with compass heading information for any runway at any airport.  I've always had trouble figuring out what the 45 degree entry heading is, but a push of the button and this little jewel pops it up on the screen instantly.  In addition, you give it wind speed and direction and it prints out crosswind/headwind information right next to the pattern graphic.

The unit comes with a complete USA database for all airports and navaids, but the whole thing takes a little over 4 Megabytes of memory.  The Insight folks have answered this problem with something they call the "conduit" routine.  You can select only individual airports from the database, airports for a whole state, airports within a user-defined radius of your "home" airport, or by the FAA 4-region system.

All in all, a fairly pricey little routine, but if you had to buy all the data that is supplied, you'd spend at least 4 times this money and not have a tenth of the convenience.  It also comes with an absolutely excellent user's manual in .pdf format

Now let's put something out for question.  Suppose I have one of those "moving map" routines that isn't aviation oriented, but topographically correct.  Suppose I have this program with the current AF/D updates installed.  Do I have a system that is sufficient to fly VFR with "sufficient information for flight" as required by the FAR?  I don't know, but I suspect that it probably would be cause for argument at the least.

Download information:  Download the demo software from http://www.notamd.com/ and buy the program at www.palmgear.com
PILOG.PRO version 3.0 (shareware $5 to register).  A temporary logbook program.

There must be over a dozen logbook programs written for the Palm.  In my opinion, this one is the way to go.  I have several reasons for making this decision.

One is that it is not a "permanent" logbook.  Say what you will about computer recordkeeping, when you deal with something as volatile as a small handheld computer that will urp everything in memory if the batteries are inadvertently run low, you don't want to trust anything as precious as your complete flight record to anything other than paper and ink.  However, Pilog will let you keep a FEW flights in memory; if the batteries barf, you can probably reconstruct a few flights from memory.

It gives you enough category, class, and type pigeonholes for the most active private or commercial pilot to use.  There is a freeware version if you don't need all these fancy bells and whistles, downloadable from the same place that the PRO version is located.

The folks that wrote this little gem are called "BitHeaven Software" and they have a couple of other interesting aviation products on their pages.  They are worth a visit.

Download information:  Download the demo software from http://www.macinsearch.com/users/bitheaven/ and buy the program at www.palmgear.com
PALM FLIGHT MANAGEMENT SYSTEM ver 1.0  (commercial ware $99 for the whole system).  This is a complete flight management system for the professional pilot.

Words cannot do PFMS justice.  It just does too much to describe.  However, in a few short words, here is what it does:

All the E6B goodies (time, airspeed, wind, fuel, conversions)

Timers – flight, approach, and fuel.  IFR holding pattern calculator

Checklists

Logbook intended for permanent computer recordkeeping.  Complete pilot requirement monitor including recency of experience, IFR, BFR, medical, CFI, student, night, and a lot more.

Maintenance on the airplane including annual, 100 hour, VOR, transponder, ELT, and pitot-static check requirements.

And, I just can't pass up a company that has the wit and humor to tell us in the "Liability" section that, "We did our best to design PFMS so that it gives accurate answers, but we almost certainly screwed up somewhere along the line."

I'm not going to go into a long song and dance on this program or I'll be into NEXT month's column.  Go get a demo copy and play with it.

Download information:  Download the demo as well as the pay-for version from http://www.lwsd.com/PFMSMain.html
Hopefully we'll have some more news on the great Flight Buddy GPS for the Palm before we leave for Oshkosh, and I've been promised one of the very first MicroAir transponders to test and report on for the October issue.  We've got another dozen do-it-yourself electronics construction projects in the mill, so stick around.  Things will stay interesting for quite a while longer.

Author's Note:  Jim Weir is the chief avioniker at RST Engineering.  He will be glad to answer avionics questions for this article or on any avionics subject in the Internet newsgroup rec.aviation.homebuilt.  If you are having trouble with newsgroups, go to www.rst-engr.com and click on the "How To Use The Net" link.

PHOTO LOG:

AV8R1.jpg – The weight and balance setup for this program with "real" numbers plugged in from a flight last week.  Note that the weight is under the max gross of 2650 pounds of the 182.

AV8R2.jpg – The graphical representation of the information on Photo 1.  Note that the weight is within limits but the program shows it to be outside the top of the envelope (too heavy).

COPILOT1.jpg – Setup for a single-leg trip from Grass Valley (Nevada County Airpark) to the Kitplanes editorial offices on Montgomery Field (San Diego).  

COPILOT2.jpg – The trip calculator shows the true and magnetic data, the distance, the estimated time enroute, and the predicted fuel burn for this trip.  Note that we could have broken this trip up into separate legs and gotten more detailed data.

COPILOT3.jpg – The same weight and balance data that we used in the AV8R program.  This, too, shows the weight within limits.

COPILOT4.jpg – This graphical weight and balance shows correctly that the weight is right at the top of the envelope.

PILOTLOG1.jpg – The logbook entry for this trip.

INSIGHT1.jpg -- As I approach my destination (Montgomery Field), all I have to do is type in the station identifier (MYF) to load that airport's data into the program.

INSIGHT2.jpg -- And up pops all the frequency information I might ever need, airport diagrams, fuel availability, notams, runway layout, and every bit of information in the Airport Facility Directory, charts, and other published information (plus a "notes" page for me to add data not on the charts like my favorite editor's phone number).
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