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Caught in the act: How and why you should invest in a dash cam
You may never use it, but when you have to, it could be a life-saver.
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No one gets into their car thinking they're going to get into an accident—that, is until they do. Luckily, we now have dash cams, in-car technology that

can be helpful to drivers in the event something goes wrong while they're behind the wheel. If you don't have one in your car already, you've

probably heard about dash cams on the news when footage from a tense police encounter or from a foreign country like Russia has been featured

due to an unusual situation. However, you likely won't encounter meteorites and crashing airplanes as often as you will annoyingly aggressive

drivers.

The Consumer Technology Association estimates dash cams will become more mainstream in US cars soon, and dash cam sales rose 9 percent this

year (wholesale) and 7 percent in dollars. By 2017, dash cam sales could reach a total of $52 million, possibly even $90 million when combined with

rear windshield or backup camera sales.

Dash cams are unlike regular cameras or smartphones, because they're essentially protective devices—you won't necessarily know if the car next to you is

equipped with a dash cam, and you're not supposed to. You also may purchase a dash cam and never have to pull footage, and some users won't be able to

justify buying a device that they install once and never "use." But the one time you find yourself in a driving predicament, a dash cam can provide invaluable

information about a crash or incident you experienced on the road.

With interest and the number of offerings on the rise, we set out to test a couple of dash cams and a few dash cam apps. Here's how they work, what features

you shouldn't compromise on, and how the driving experience is changed by having a watchful eye in the car with you.

What to look for in a dash cam

Video quality

Arguably the most important feature of any dash cam is its video quality. Preferably, you'll want a camera that records FHD (1080p) video with its main lens.

Some dash cams with dual cameras (one to record the road in front of you and one to record you driving) have lower-quality back-facing cameras, and that's not

too bad as long as the video quality is at least HD (720p). Anything below that will produce pixellated images that aren't very useful.

In the same vein, the front-facing camera should have at least a 150-degree field of view (FOV). That will ensure it captures most of the action in front of your car

while you're driving. Anything above 150-degrees is a bonus; if positioned correctly, such a camera can capture information at the outermost corners of your

windshield's view.

Video shot/edited by Jennifer Hahn.
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Life with a dashcam: Sadly, we saw
no meteorites

As mentioned before, some dash cams have rear-facing cameras, but others also have rear windshield camera attachments (essentially tiny separate cameras

that monitor the activity behind you). In general, these are considered non-essential compared to front windshield dash cams, possibly because in the case of

being rear-ended, the person behind you is typically at fault. However, there are plenty of cases where drivers have found rear windshield cameras to be useful

for showing the circumstances around accidents and other incidents.

Storage capacity

Most dash cams record and save videos and photos to a microSD card, and the most popular storage capacity is

32GB. Some, like Rexing's V1 dash cam, support up to 128GB, which is ideal for those with long commutes or

anyone who spends a lot of time in the car. Storage capacity is a factor to consider for longterm dash cam use, but

you should immediately check if the camera you buy comes with a microSD card. When I received the Vantrue N2 for instance, I was surprised to find that it

didn't come with a microSD card, leaving me scrambling to get one before I could use it. Most cameras that come with a microSD card give you an 8GB or 16GB

card, and that's good enough to get you started. You can always decide if you want to upgrade to a higher-capacity card.

Another feature that goes hand-in-hand with storage capacity is loop recording, or whether the camera automatically records over old footage to maximize

memory card space. Most dash cams have this feature, making it so you never have to take the memory card out of the device to delete old footage, though

you'll still want a larger card if you want to keep track of longer spans of time.

Audio recording

Most dash cams worth investing in support audio recording inside your car, but it's something you'll want to double-check. Some super cheap dash cams may

not support audio recording at all. Conversely, some cameras like the Vantrue N2 have mute buttons so you can turn off audio recording if desired.

Mounting options

While they are an obvious feature, mounting options can be key. Most dash cams come with a suction mount that allows you to stick the camera to your

windshield, and I found this was the best way for me to secure our tested dash cams in my car. Others may also offer a dashboard mount, but those can be

harder to remove if you want to move the dash cam to another vehicle or change its position in your car.

Dash cams we tested

Vantrue N2

Vantrue's new, $199 N2 dash cam is the first the company has made with dual recording cameras. The road-facing camera records 1080p video (at 30fps) with a

170-degree field of view, while the rear-facing camera records 720p video (at 30fps) with a 140-degree field of view. Both cameras record simultaneously,

capturing what's happening on the road in front of you as you drive and what you're doing behind the wheel. You can disable the rear-facing camera if you're

creeped out by an ever-watchful eye capturing all your mid-drive sing-alongs, but that footage could be just as useful in certain situations. Rear-facing cameras

are also starting to get more popular, as evidenced by people recording themselves doing silly things in their cars with GoPros and the like.

Vantrue's N2. The 1.5-inch display and back-facing camera lens.
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With its suction mount, setting up the N2 was easy. The instructions suggest placing it just behind your rear-view mirror, and thanks to its small, tubular shape

(3.9 x 1.5 x 1.6 inches), my rear-view mirror nearly covered it completely. It didn't obstruct my view while driving, and after it was installed I forgot it was there

most of the time. It has a 1.5-inch LCD display that is mainly used when you watch to review footage on the camera itself. It faces you when you drive, but it

didn't distract me since I could barely see the device behind my mirror.

The camera connects to power via a mini USB port and comes with the necessary cables to connect it to your car's power outlet. When the ignition turns on, the

camera automatically turns on and starts recording, so you never have to worry about pressing a button to start the camera. While driving, you don't have to

mess with the N2 at all, either, unless you want to take a photo or save a particular video (you can do both of those things using the "P" button next to the LCD

display). The N2 supports loop recording like the rest of the dash cams we tested out, so your most recent footage will write over the oldest footage when the

memory card runs out of space.

I really appreciate the way the N2 organizes that footage on the memory card. When connected to a computer, the memory card has folders for Events (using its

G-sensor, the camera knows when the car experiences an impact or crash, and it automatically saves that footage to the Events folder), Normal for otherwise

uneventful drives, and Photos for still images. In the Normal folder, video footage comes in pairs labeled with "A" and "B" titles, A for the front-facing footage and

B for the rear-facing footage. This makes it really easy to find video that was captured from each camera at the same time, which will be important if you ever

need to download footage from an accident to show your actions (the rear-facing footage) right before the incident. The footage renders nicely as well, with the

FHD video producing crisp and clear driving logs. Even the N2's night vision is good: the area illuminated by my car's headlights was clear, and the N2 was also

sensitive enough to light to capture the surrounding streets and sidewalks visible only because of lit street lamps.

The N2's power source is your car's battery, so if you want to make use of its motion-detection feature, you'll have to hardwire the dash cam to the car battery or

connect it to another power source while the car is off. The motion detection feature will turn the camera on whenever it detects movement around your car,

ideally capturing footage of any burglars or vandals. However, that will only be useful if the dash cam is left after someone ransacks your car.

The one thing that did bother me about the N2 was its lack of included microSD card. To be fair, the Amazon description clearly states it doesn't come with one,

but considering others at least provide an 8GB card, the lack of one threw a wrench into my plans to use the camera immediately. However, the only camera I

tested that comes with a microSD card was the Cobra CDR 895 D, so it seems commonplace for the microSD card to be an extra purchase. The N2 supports

cards up to 32GB, which proved to be more than enough storage for a few days of driving (or many more days with loop recording).

Rexing V1

One of the most highly rated dash cams on Amazon, the $99 Rexing V1, is arguably the most discreet camera of the ones we tested, thanks to its teardrop-like

design. It mounts to your windshield with a provided adhesive strip and small, plastic mounting board—the camera slides into place on the board and becomes

invisible when installed behind your rear-view mirror. Facing you is the 2.4-inch FHD display along with five buttons underneath for switching between video and

photo mode, manual recording, selecting items in the menu, turning off the display, and more. The camera lens is a small eye on the narrowest edge of the

device, facing the road in front of you. There's a small dial on the side of the V1 that lets you control the angle of the camera, which is really handy. It also lets

you avoid tainting the lens with fingerprints.

Rexing V1. Back of the Rexing V1, where it slides onto its base.
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The dash cam records 1080p video, supports loop recording, and can take photos. The V1 is like the Vantrue N2 in that it doesn't come with a microSD card, but

it can support a card up to 128GB, giving it more storage capacity than the N2. You can set the duration of loop videos that you want (either three-, five-, or

ten-minute clips), so combine that feature with a big memory card and you'll never have to worry about losing information. It also has a G-sensor that will

automatically save footage if it senses your car's impact in an accident.

Unlike the N2, there is no rear-facing camera on the V1, but there is a port for you to connect a rear camera if you have one. Again, while a back-facing camera

isn't necessary, it does give you that extra bit of information about your driving actions before an incident. I admit that I didn't miss having the rear-facing

camera during testing, especially because without it, there's much less footage to sift through when you insert the memory card into a PC. However, the V1

doesn't categorize video into handy folders like the N2 does, so you'll have to find individual video clips by their date and time stamp names alone.

The footage the V1 captures is just as crisp as the N2's footage, however the V1 wasn't as sensitive to surrounding light. Its night vision clearly showed the road

in front of my car thanks to my headlights, but the cross streets and sidewalks were mostly covered in shadow despite the presence of street lamps.

Cobra CDR 895 D

Cobra's newly released, $199 CDR 895 D dash cam separates the front-facing camera from the rear-facing camera, letting you choose where you want that

second eye. The main camera is a slightly misshapen square with a bulging camera lens capable of shooting 1080p video (at 30fps) on one side and a 2-inch LCD

display on the other. It has a field of view of 160 degrees, while the rear-facing camera shoots 720p video and has a FOV of 130 degrees.

The idea behind the separate second camera is that you could mount it facing you on your dashboard to capture your driving habits, or you could place it on

your rear windshield to capture the road and cars behind you. I mounted mine on the rear windshield since none of the other cameras I tested even gave me

that option. The only catch is that there are quite a few cables involved in this setup: Cobra provides a couple of power cords, an extender cable, a car power

adapter, and a Y-splitter to set up each camera however you want them. That extender cable allows the back-facing camera to reach the rear windshield while

still connected to power.

Despite it having the most cables to sift through, Cobra's camera is the easiest to use once installed. Unlike the rest of the dash cams tested, which have small

side buttons that double as controls for the display, Cobra's dash cam has four buttons underneath the display that clearly indicate which is for scrolling,

selecting, and going back in the menu. Also, the first time you turn on the dash cam, Cobra has you select your language and input the date and time so the

dash cam records it correctly. None of the rest of the tested dash cams did this, resulting in me forgetting to set the date and recording a bunch of footage

stamped January 1, 2016.

When you're driving, the Cobra's display shows a split-screen view of both the main camera and the rear camera. While I never made a habit of checking out the

display while on the road, it could come in handy if you wanted to quickly check out the car behind you or a possible disturbance in the back of your car. Video

quality is good—it's most comparable to the Rexing V1's footage, just with slightly warmer colors. Clarity of cars, street signs, and road details is sharp, and you

can make out license plates if you pause the video footage. Night vision was also similar to the V1's, although it was slightly more grainy at times. The rear

windshield camera's footage at night was much grainier, since it only records in 720p.

Cobra's CDR 895 D. The 2-inch display and its four control buttons.
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Cobra's dash cam was the only one I tested that actually came with a 16GB microSD card already installed. It can support up to 64GB, and including even a

low-capacity card in the box makes it much easier to unpack and use immediately.
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