In the flood of hard drive based mp3 players, one can be hard-pressed to choose from the expensive lineup. However, if you’re looking for something a little sleeker and less expensive, you may be interested in flash memory mp3 players.

Flash memory mp3 player uses chip memory instead of a hard drive based player, like the iPod. The storage capability is less but they are smaller and can easily play enough music from sun up to sun down. I bought both the Muvo N200 and the Lexar LDP-600 for different purposes.  Both are great and similar so I'll share the similarities and differences, and the pros and cons of each.

Both players are reasonably priced. The N200 can be found in the 512MB form for around $100-$140 and the LDP-600 at 512MB for about $110-$140. They both come in other memory sizes for a price, but these were the best megabyte-per-dollar value. One of the nice features found only on the LDP is that, being manufactured by a memory company, it has an extendable SD memory port. With the N200, the internal memory is the max allowed, and recording can fill up the limited memory pretty fast. 

The display on the LDP is larger than the N200 but the N200’s case is also two-thirds the size of the LDP’s case. Both have delay-lighted screens and the LCD interfaces of each are easy to navigate. The compacts both have spring dials (kind of like a mouse wheel) for quick navigation of the interface. The N200’s layout is simple with only a few buttons to do all of the features. The LDP has buttons and switches all around the player for the massive amount of options, but these selectors manage to stay out of the way from accidental pressing.

A similar feature on both is the FM radio receiver. The N200 has a stronger signal but the LDP is plenty satisfactory in an area with more stations. The LDP also has an extra feature of broadcasting to FM channels and comes with its own antenna. It would have been nice, though, if the headphone jack didn't double as the antenna port. 

Both can record radio broadcasts. The N200 records in WAV format (large uncompressed files) and the LDP records in WMA format (still large but smaller than WAV files), but oddly, neither records radio broadcasts into MP3 format nor have an option to change to another format (firmware upgrade?) The N200 has the capability to record in the MP3 format because its line-in feature does just that. 

Sorely lacking from the LDP, the line-in recording allows you to plug any audio device (with the right wiring) to the N200 for direct MP3 recording. The N200 uses a mini jack (the extra cable is included) so you don't plug your headphones into the wrong spot. The only complaint about the N200's line-in is that it seems to record fairly quite. So, you might want to have an external amplifier for desired volume control.

While voice recording is a minor issue to most people, I am a journalist and as such I need a reliable recorder for interviews. In this category, the LDP is hard to beat. It offers exceptional recording at three different quality setting. The LDP costs less than some digital voice recorders with half of the LDP’s memory. The N200 also has quality setting for the voice, but it doesn’t come through quite as clear as the LDP when recording at a further distance.

Both have their own random, repeat, and resume selections. These music boxes even come with an adjustable equalizer and a good number of varying presets. The output volume for both is plenty loud enough to be heard clearly even in noisy rooms and streets. By the way, you might want to get your own headphones. Both players’ packaged earbuds are decent and the N200’s earbuds are actually better than the LDP’s earbuds, but both fail to really hit the frequencies that theses compact music machine are capable of.

In the battery-life department, the players do very well. The N200 uses one AAA battery to get around 10-12 hours of play time. In the blossoming world of rechargeable batteries this can easily get you through the day. The LDP has its own rechargeable lithium battery, which grants you about 14 hours of playback. The LDP uses the USB of a PC (or Mac) to recharge itself and only takes a couple of hours to charge. 

I would have hoped for direct USB plug-in, but alas, both use a cable to make their connection to the computer. The N200 has the better transfer rate of the two and can be filled with music in a matter of minutes, while the LDP can take close to an hour to fill the memory.

The N200 has the advantage of coming from Creative Labs, a company that has many years of software development. The N200 comes packaged with both syncing drivers and a music file player/sorter, which is simple to use, even for non-techheads like myself. The LDP, on the other hand, takes advantage of Windows Media Player 10 and uses the program’s syncing feature to load and sort music. While I look forward to a Winamp plugin for both, the given programs do the job nicely.

The extras that come with the N200 in addition to the free software are a functional, rubber clip-on case and an armband (for the athlete in you.) The N200 also comes with a cable for the line-in recording. Both come with USB connection for the PC hook-up and both can store non-music files. The LDP is packed with a protective but ugly casing and a neck strap. The neck strap was pretty useless as the player tended to annoyingly bounce off of my chest.

Both have enough features to keep you playing with them like a video game for weeks, but are simple enough to run with one hand. Whichever of these small yet functional and great sounding mp3 players you choose, you won’t be wasting your money.

