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The term "satellite-linked navigation" once applied only to luxury cars, but now even Hondas and Toyotas are equipped with Global Positioning System receivers. So can be your humble car. 

We looked at two portable GPS receivers that can be added to any car and transferred between vehicles. Neither unit will get you lost, but both have limits. 

The Garmin StreetPilot III (www.garmin.com) and the Magellan 750M Plus (www.magellangps.com) include color flat-panel displays that map your position, accept input through simple buttons on the front instead of through hard-to-keep-clean touch screens, provide visual and spoken driving directions, and plug into a standard car cigarette-lighter socket. There the resemblance ends. 

Garmin, a longtime manufacturer of handheld GPS devices, smartly designed the StreetPilot III to fit into a car. The color screen is large enough to be seen easily while the unit is perched on your car's dash, and installing the unit requires only that you plug in the power cord and wait a few seconds for it to find the signals of whatever GPS satellites are in range. 

You must, however, download maps to the StreetPilot, which is done by using Garmin's included software to copy data from a computer (running Windows 98 Second Edition or newer) to the GPS unit. The StreetPilot III includes a proprietary 128-megabyte data card, big enough to store information on several cities. 

Once you've stored your maps and plugged in the card, you're ready to go. Garmin's software lists thousands of points of interest, street names and intersections; you get directions by pressing the "find" button and following on-screen prompts to identify your destination. 

Magellan's 750M Plus looks a lot more like the navigation systems installed by car manufacturers, with separate computer and control units (the latter, with its screen and speaker, is the only part you need to see). 

The 750M's most significant feature is its inertial navigation unit, which senses the car's position and movement even when the equipment can't locate the satellites. The feature is useful in parking garages and when you don't want to wait for the 750M to acquire the signal. 

In the test unit, waiting was required. The 750M took several minutes to lock on to the satellites when we turned it on, longer if we had moved the car since the last time Magellan's hardware was used. The company said some of the delay was because the 750M we tested was a preproduction unit. 

The 750M ships with maps of the United States and Canada loaded, and it can store settings for multiple drivers and for as many as three cars. 

Entering an address took only a few seconds with each unit. But no one should attempt to do it while driving. 

In testing around Washington, San Francisco and Honolulu, the two units usually, but not always, agreed on routes. For example, when parked at the entrance of Arlington National Cemetery and asked to find the way to an address in Clifton, the units suggested different routes. They also sometimes forgot landmarks: Magellan couldn't find the White House, and Garmin couldn't find the Chinese Cultural Center in Honolulu. Both had listings for the buildings in their points-of-interest databases. 

The biggest difference in these products is in price. The 750M Plus retails for nearly $2,400, with a street price of about $2,000. The StreetPilot III retails for $999 and can be found in stores for about $100 less, giving Garmin the clear edge. Still unsure? You can rent cars from Avis and Hertz with navigation systems; the Hertz version closely resembles the Magellan unit tested here. 

