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Me and my
travels

Gadgets up close by Steven MacDiarmid

G
’DAY! After a stressful search for a job, I’m currently
enjoying farm life in the Queensland outback. Conveniently
arriving just before harvest time, I was set straight to work.

My job is to make lunches and cook dinners for the
labourers and deliver them by Range Rover to wherever they’re
working on the land. I herd cows and calves every morning on a
quad bike and clean the house during the day. I also feed the
chickens and dogs and take them for walks.

It reminds me of home, as I was
brought up on a farm, and being
here brings back lots of fond
memories of me and my brother
Rory feeding my dad’s calves. The
country life is so refreshing after
months of partying, but my job can

get quite lonely because everyone else
is outside all day. However, I am never
completely alone. The house has lots
of creepy crawlies, which took a
coward like me a while to get used to!
We have to wear shoes at all times
because of 10-inch centipedes with
long pincers that give a painful nip. The
bathroom always has long-legged
spiders gathered on the walls and at
night the insects are attracted to the
house lights so it’s common for a few to fly into your dinner and
get stuck. But my favourite ‘house pet’ is the frog which lives in
the toilet. We can hear an echoed ‘ribbit’ and then up pops
a vibrant green frog, which only disappears when flushed and
poked with a brush. Even when we scooped it up and took it
outside it managed to find its way back!

Australian farm life is full of little quirks — we drink and
wash ourselves in rain water which is gathered in a big cylinder
tank outside on the farm. It tastes metallic unless it’s put
through a filter. The tank fills up during storms, which are
common during summer. I have seen a couple so far from the
safety of the house. The lightning flashes for hours and as it’s so
remote, with flat land and open space, it looks like it is striking
much closer than it is. The location also has stunning sunsets
and sunrises.

The sights are fantastic but nothing will beat what I saw when
I was driving down the farm lane at dusk — 9 or 10 kangaroos
were hopping through the field of wheat beside me. It really hit
home that I was in Australia! It was amazing.

Now harvest is over we will wake up when the sun rises, and
start work at 5.30 am, stopping for a few hours at lunchtime,
starting again from 4 pm till the sun goes down. It’s far too hot
to work in the middle of the day, with temperatures reaching
mid-30s, and the flies drive you insane! Nothing seems to stop
them crawling into our mouths, up our noses and in our eyes.

My next destination is Brisbane, and although I’m excited about
city life, I will miss the farm! It’s been a great experience . . .

SKY DO a lot more than just satellite telly these days. You can get broadband,
HD and a home phone line through them, and now the telly branch of the
Rupert Murdoch empire can satisfy your online music needs, too.

Sky Songs is the broadcaster’s first attempt to sell MP3 music, but it’s
a bit of a Johnny-come-lately to the party. Apple’s iTunes Music Store
dominates the legal downloading market and has no shortage of

competitors —
from Amazon
MP3 to the free
Spotify service.

What sets Sky
Songs apart,
however, is its
business model.

Unlike the iTunes store where you buy singles or albums outright for around
79p a track, Sky Songs works like the company’s satellite TV service. You
subscribe on a monthly basis and get unlimited access to a huge catalogue
(around four million songs) that you listen to through your web browser
(or stream), plus the ability to download and keep a set number of tracks
per month.

Subscriptions cost either £6.49 a month or £7.99. The cheaper deal
lets you download 10 tracks (or an album) and the more expensive gives
15 downloads. And you’re not tied in — you can sign up for a couple of
months, take a break and then restart.

Either deal handily undercuts iTunes, with the dearer subscription working
out at just 53p per download, and the choice is vast — from the latest
chart singles to obscure film soundtracks.

The streaming (provided you have half-decent broadband) works
smoothly. Tracks start within a second and play without a glitch. As well as
choosing individual songs and whole albums (even your favourite’s entire
repertoire), you can make up your own custom playlists just like iTunes or
Windows Media Player. Music is sensibly arranged by artist, genre, etc. and
the whole site is very polished, even though Sky claims this is still a beta or
early version of the finished product.

If downloading songs to keep is more your thing, Sky has you covered.
Unlike Apple’s iTunes store where songs come in a special format that
prevents you playing them on unauthorised computers or music players,
Sky Songs tracks come in standard MP3 format without any restrictions,
meaning you’re free to play them on any device.

The songs are also of a higher quality. Most Sky Songs tracks have a
bitrate or quality level of 320kbps while iTunes’ highest-quality offerings
are just 256kbps. Granted, the two formats differ so it’s not an exact
comparison, but Sky Songs tracks sound pretty much indistinguishable
from the CD versions.

The downloading is easy, too. Again the main action takes place through
your web browser, but Sky provides a (free) program that manages the
actual downloading of songs and files them safely into your music-playing
software’s library. A further nice touch is that the service supports Mac
users from the start.

If you’re a heavy music downloader then Sky Songs probably isn’t for you.
If, however, you like the appeal of a huge variety of tunes and only want to
keep a few select tracks then it hits exactly the right note.

� songs.sky.com

Claire’s enjoying life on
the farm this month . . .

COMPUTERS CAN be infuriating at
times and, sadly, swearing at your
monitor rarely achieves the desired
result. But now thanks to Nuance
Communications’ Dragon Naturally
Speaking 10 software you can
give your PC a verbal lashing and
it will do exactly as you say. If
you’re looking to dictate long
documents or voice control
Windows or a variety of programs
then look no further. There’s even
a mobile version that comes
bundled with a nifty Philips voice
recorder, so you can dictate notes,
memos or even a novel while
you’re on the move, then come
home and let Dragon transcribe
your ramblings into your favourite
word processor.

Thanks to Nuance
Communications,
we have three
copies of Dragon
Naturally
Speaking 10
Mobile worth
£199 each to
give away. To
enter, send your name and address
to Dragon Giveaway at Post Plus,
PO Box 6772, Dundee DD1 9ZD
by January 19 or call our
competition line on 09010
308 444. Calls should cost no
more than 25p, though calls from
mobiles may cost more.

� For more info visit
www.nuance.co.uk

G I V E A W A Y . . .


