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Editor’s Note
It’s no wonder that this is our favorite time of year: the crisp, cold winter
air; the sounds of jolly holiday songs echoing in the distance; the winter
sun shining through a delicate latticework of ice-rimmed branches; dozens
of cars lying festively in the ditch along Interstate 80. Yes, winter is finally
here, and that means it’s time to start thinking about holiday gifts for
friends and relatives.

Editorial Staff:

And that’s really why this we like this time of year: In order to be able to
recommend various PC-related goodies to our readers, why, we have to
spend hour after arduous hour playing with . . . er, diligently researching
desktop and laptop PCs, laser and inkjet printers, hard drives, digital cameras, and hundreds of other computer goodies. It’s a painstaking and difficult task but, after all, this is why we’re here. This is our reason for being.
We know that you count on us to look at hundreds of tech-related holiday
gift options and to recommend the ones we think are the best values. You
rely on us to rise to the occasion, separate the wheat from the chaff, take
the bull by the horns, keep our noses to the grindstone, and . . . well, OK, I
ran out of clichés, but you get the idea.
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This issue—in case you haven’t figured it out yet—is our annual holiday
buyers’ guide. We’ve polled our writers and editors and asked them one
simple question: In a given technology category (computers, cameras,
printers, monitors, etc.), what would you like to see under the tree?
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DESKTOPS & LAPTOPS

Dell Welcomes AMD To Desktops,
Recalls Batteries From Notebooks
n the desktop front, Dell is
moving into uncharted territory. On the notebook front, Dell
slipped into dangerous territory, but
the company is working its way out.
Dell recently launched its first
AMD-based desktop computers, the
C521 and E521, available with AMD
Sempron, Athlon 64, or Athlon 64
X2 dual-core processors. The E521
features up to two hard drives and
includes Dell DataSafe data protection and backup and restore options,
as well as options for sound cards,
dual TV tuners, and an IEEE 1394
port. Also included on the E521 are
six USB ports, one PCI (Peripheral
Component Interconnect) slot, and
PCI Express x16 and x1 slots. The
C521, which features a slimmer, yet
expandable design, allows for single
optical and hard drives.
These AMD desktops bring with
them significant price drops to the
retail desktop market. For example,
the base model of the C521 is $359
and includes an AMD Sempron
3400+ CPU, 512MB RAM, 80GB
hard drive, Nvidia GeForce 6150
LE integrated graphics chipset, 48X
DVD/CD-RW (CD-rewriteable)
combo drive, and Windows XP
Home Edition. Even when loaded
with additional features, the C521
still comes in under a grand (at
$919) and includes an Athlon 64
X2 3800+, 1GB RAM, 160GB hard
drive, 128MB ATI Radeon X1300
graphics card, 16X DVD± drive,
WinXP Media Center Edition, and
a 17-inch flat-panel monitor.
Dell also released the Intel-based
E520. However, the base model of

O
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the E520 is significantly more expensive ($719) than the base
model of the AMD-based E521
($329). However, the E520 includes a monitor, DVD burner,
and other features not included in
the E521 base model.
On the notebook side, the news
isn’t quite as exciting for Dell. Well,
it’s exciting, but not in the way the
company had in mind. The company recalled 4.1 million notebook
batteries that were manufactured
by Sony and shipped to customers
between April 2004 and July 2006.
The recall affected batteries included in Dell’s Latitude, Precision,
Inspiron, and XPS notebooks. Dell
requests that notebook users visit
www.dellbatteryprogram.com or

call 866-342-0011 to determine if
the recall affects their particular
notebook. Users with a recalled
battery should shut down and unplug their notebooks, remove the
battery, and continue to use the
notebooks only on AC power until
a replacement arrives.
After the recall was announced,
Dell and Sony traded barbs in the
media, with Dell claiming that
Sony contaminated its battery
cells during the manufacturing
process and that the batteries were
defective as a result. Sony countered, claiming that Dell’s configuration was partly to blame,
because Sony uses the same batteries in its Vaio notebooks with
no problems. ❙

TECH
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STORAGE

USB Flash Drives Move Beyond Storage
emember when portable storage meant loading an entire megabyte onto a floppy diskette and cramming it
into your shirt pocket? Forget floppies, because now USB
flash drives offer the ultimate in ultra-portable storage, and
these nifty devices are undergoing a transformation that
could make them even more useful than they already are.
The U3 platform, which was co-developed by SanDisk
and M-Systems, allows users to launch applications directly
from U3-formatted USB flash drives. Although this might
sound like a small feat, it’s not—these devices oversee the
application process from end to end, helping the applications access system resources on the host computer and
then cleaning up those files from the computer when the
drive is ejected. Each U3 drive uses the U3 Launchpad,
which lets users browse through programs on the drive, add
more programs, manage programs, and change other settings. In fact, we recently received a U3 drive from
ParetoLogic (www.paretologic.com), complete with the
company’s XoftSpy antispyware software, and we came
away impressed with the device’s ingenuity.

R

Although U3 is slick, a growing complaint about the platform is the lack of supported applications; after all, you can’t
simply insert any application on a U3-powered drive and expect it to work. But there are plenty of alternatives, and free
ones, at that. Visit www.portablefreeware.com for a huge
list of free, portable programs that run on traditional USB
flash drives. Also, try Pegtop’s PStart (www
.pegtop.de/start), a Launchpad-like
tray tool that you can use to
launch portable applications
from your non-U3
USB flash drive. ❙

USB flash drives
such as this SanDisk
Cruzer include U3 technology,
which allows users to launch
applications directly from the drive.

DISPLAYS

Mobile Panels Set To Turbocharge Video
f you’ve ever attempted to watch video content on your
mobile phone, you know that the experience generally leaves much to be desired. Part of the
problem—including the oft-fuzzy picture—lies
with the screen itself, but LG.Philips LCD
(www.lgphilips-lcd.com) could have a solution in
the very near future.
The company recently announced it has created what it calls the first TFT-LCD (thin-film
transistor liquid-crystal display) panel for
next-generation mobile phones. The 2-inch
display features a quicker response than existing mobile phone displays. According to
LG.Philips LCD, TFT-LCD panels used in
many of today’s phones have response times of
25ms (milliseconds), which can lead to afterimages and ghosting.
However, the company’s new panel drops the response time to 16ms, which will allow phones to play back

I

sharp, high-quality video from digital broadcasts and mobile communication technology, including DVB-H
(Digital Video Broadcasting-Handheld) and WiBro (wireless broadband Internet), the company
says. These new panels use technology that differs from that used
in the company’s large-area
panels, but the response time
is similar to LCD panels used
in notebooks.
“This product breaks the
20ms response time barrier, which was thought
to be the limit for mobile
phone TFT-LCD panels,”
said Hyun He Ha, LG.Philips
LCD’s vice president and head
of the small and medium display
business unit, in a news release. ❙
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PRINTERS & PERIPHERALS

Sit Back & Relax With Mouse In Hand
Alternately, the device can rest on a flat
surface, similar to a traditional mouse,
and users can rest their fingers on
top of it to move the top half of
the disc.
If you’re comfortable using
a touchpad, it appears that
Smart Glide devices could
be right up your alley.
After all, you’d still be
using the fingertips (or
a thumbtip) to navigate
your pointer, but the benefit here is that you can use
the device as you lean back
in your chair. Whether Smart
Glide devices succeed remains
to be seen, but the company is
currently offering a license to
manufacture and market devices that
use the technology. ❙

urrent mousing technology requires
your hand to remain on a fixed
object or a flat surface, whether
that object is a wired or wireless mouse, a touchpad, or a
pointing stick. But an innovation from Smart Glide Technology (www.smartglide
.com) could change the way
we use the mouse.
Shaped like a small disc,
this input device can be
held in one hand between
the fingers and thumb, with
the thumb on top used to
slide the top half of the disc
to move the on-screen pointer.
The company claims this innovation allows users to sit back and
relax while using the device, without stressing the elbow or shoulder.

C

CPUs, CHIPS & CARDS

Chip Integrates Both Wi-Fi & Bluetooth
onsolidation and convergence are big trends in the
chipmaking industry—not only for the companies themselves, but also for the products
created by the companies. Take Marvell
(www.marvell.com), for example,
which recently unveiled a single chip
that integrates both WLAN (wireless local-area network) and
Bluetooth technologies.
Designed for cellular handsets,
battery-powered media players,
portable gaming consoles, smartphones, PDAs, and ultra-low-power
computing platforms, this 90-nanometer chip is based on the company’s
embedded Layer 2 (MAC, or Media
Access Control) and Layer 3 software.
The chip integrates both Bluetooth 2.0 and
802.11a/b/g wireless technology, creating a solution that

C
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the company says is up to 50% smaller than separate implementations.
“The Marvell 88W8688 represents five years of interaction with our customers and partners,” said
Paramesh Gopi, vice president and general
manager of the embedded and emerging
business unit, Communications and
Consumer Business Group, at Marvell.
Gopi said that the chip will allow companies to launch products that are
varied both in scope and application.
An integrated multiprotocol security engine on the chip includes
hardware acceleration for UMA (Unlicensed Mobile Access), IMS (IP
Multimedia Subsystem), and other network access methods. The chip also offloads
WLAN duties from the host CPU and includes voice
and audio codecs. ❙
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DIGITAL MISCELLANEA

Bug Alert: Users Disappointed With Apple’s Latest iTunes
he heavy anticipation for the recently released iTunes 7
turned to disappointment for hordes of users who encountered varied problems with the software, including
playback performance issues, album art that won’t download, and the outright inability to launch.
This latest iTunes release delivers a host of
new functions, including the ability to buy
Disney films, automatic downloading of
album art, higher video resolution for
movies and TV shows, and more. However,
many users quickly discovered that the software caused major problems, including
music collections that were suddenly rife
with distortion, while some users (including
actor and tech cult icon Wil Wheaton) even
complained that iTunes 7 made all their
downloaded music disappear altogether.
Although it’s expected that Apple will release
a patch to correct these and other problems,
no patch had been released by press time.
On a related note, a reader contacted us to
complain about a notorious problem on the
iPod in which the device skips over songs.
Although this widespread problem has some potential fixes,
including troubleshooting from Apple (see docs.info
.apple.com/article.html?artnum=61018), some iPod users

T

wonder why Apple won’t acknowledge that this is a major
problem and subsequently release a fix. We contacted Apple
to ask if the company had plans to address this problem, but
as of press time, we had received no response. ❙

The latest iTunes release, iTunes 7, delivers a host of new functions.
However, some users are discovering that it also delivers a host of new
problems, as well. (Image courtesy of Apple)

PROBLEM-SOLVER: TROUBLESHOOTING THE NEWS

My hard drive is making a loud
clicking noise. What should I do?
You might be encountering the
“click of death,” which is a sign that
your hard drive could die at any
minute. Immediately back up all of
your important files to another
drive or to a CD or DVD. If the
drive is still working at that point,
use drive image software to make a
complete copy of the drive’s contents, because chances are good the
drive won’t be accessible before
very long.
How can I fix image imprints left on
my LCD by certain programs?

Known as image persistence, this
annoying problem can occur when a
continuous image appears on the
screen, such as a static toolbar. If you
have image persistence on your LCD,
try running a screen saver overnight
for several days. You can also try setting the screen to display a solid
bright white for extended periods of
time, which can help to correct the
image problems.
Why is there a repeated area of
missing text on my laser printouts?
Some laser printers, including
the Konica Minolta PagePro 1300,
can print inconsistent pages if the

image roller gets contaminated
with dirt or even bugs that can get
baked onto the roller. Turn off the
printer, let it cool, and use acetone
on a lint-free cotton cloth to clean
the roller.
My PC isn’t booting properly, but it
is emitting some strange beeps.
Those beeps could help pinpoint
the problem with your nonbooting
PC. Each BIOS (Basic Input/Output
System) uses its own set of codes to
indicate the status of the PC at boot
time. Check BIOS Central (www.
bioscentral.com) to find the post
codes for your particular BIOS. ❙
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CONVERGENT TECH: PDAs & SMARTPHONES

Can The Pearl Broaden BlackBerry’s Scope?
lready a huge hit in the business
world, Research In Motion’s
BlackBerry devices have now entered
the consumer space. But can the new
BlackBerry Pearl, a smartphone not
unlike other smartphones from
Palm, Motorola, and Nokia, meet
with the same success that other
BlackBerry devices have found in the
enterprise space?
According to Strategy Analytics,
RIM has a massive share of the corporate email market, at 59%, while
Nokia Intellisync, the second-place
provider, enjoys only 9% of that
market. Further, according to
Gartner research, RIM’s full-sized
BlackBerrys account for at least
22.5% of all PDA sales.
However, the Pearl treads new
ground—at least for RIM—in an
area where other providers appear
firmly entrenched. But if you’re expecting the Pearl to transform the
smartphone as you know it, you
might be disappointed, because the
Pearl offers nothing terribly different
from what you’ll find in other popular smartphones.
The 3.1-ounce Pearl offers a phone
(naturally), along with email, text
messaging (including both Short
Message Service and Multimedia
Message Service), instant messaging,
Web browsing, and a 1.3-megapixel
camera with flash, self-portrait, and
zoom. For notification options, the
Pearl includes polyphonic, MP3, and

A

DULY

QUOTED

MIDI (Musical Instrument Digital
Interface) ringtones. The device’s
SureType keyboard technology combines a traditional phone keypad
with a QWERTY-based keyboard,
and you’ll also find dedicated send,
end/power, mute, and volume/zoom

The BlackBerry Pearl is
the first smartphone
from Research In
Motion, combining
traditional phone
features with functions
that made the original
BlackBerry famous.

keys. Light-sensing technology automatically adjusts the screen and keyboard display light according to the
environment.
The left convenience key is preprogrammed for voice-activated dialing,
and the right convenience key is preprogrammed for the camera. Unlike
trackwheels in other BlackBerrys, the
Pearl features a trackball, which can
move in four directions.
The Pearl’s 240- x 260-pixel display supports more than 65,000
colors, and its media player supports
MP3, MIDI, MPEG-4 (Moving
Picture Experts Group-4), and other
formats. The rechargeable lithium
battery has an advertised life of up to
15 days in Standby mode and 3.5
hours of talk time. In addition to the
Pearl’s 64MB of onboard flash
memory, the Pearl features an expandable microSD slot, but as in certain Nokia devices, this slot is found
behind the battery—not the most
convenient spot.
Although the Pearl can accommodate casual users, it features highpowered business abilities, including
synchronization with BlackBerry
Enterprise servers for use with
Microsoft Exchange, IBM Lotus
Domino, and Novell GroupWise.
Also, the Pearl can open a wide range
of file formats, including PDF
(Portable Document Format), Microsoft Word, PowerPoint, WordPerfect,
and others. ❙

“Most of us are suffering from
email overload. If I’m already in email hell,
why would I want to put it in my pocket?”
—Neil E. Strother, a research director for consumer market research firm NPD,
comments on Research In Motion’s BlackBerry Pearl.
Source: The New York Times
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News From The Help Desk
Our Most Common Tech Calls

COMPILED BY KYLEE DICKEY

Each month, we receive numerous technical support calls and
email messages. Some computer problems are fairly common,
and we find that many callers struggle to resolve the same issues.
In this article, we cover four of the most common or timely tech
support questions and provide our solution for each of them.

small as 640 x 480 pixels look good when viewed on a computer monitor. You can use your image-editing software’s
resizing function to reduce the size of the image. Save a
copy of the smaller-sized photo and then send it as the
email attachment.

Q

Sometimes I need to send an email attachment to
someone, but either I can’t send it, or the message bounces
because the message is too large. How can I get around this?

Q

When I’m ready to format a hard drive, I have to select
whether I want to use NTFS, FAT, or FAT32. What are the
differences among these options, and which should I select?

A

A

Usually, the answer is as simple as compressing files
before attaching them to emails. When you compress a
file, you reduce its size, making it consume less bandwidth
when you send it. The recipient can then save the attachment, decompress the file, and view it. There are many
tools for compressing files. One of the most common is
WinZip ($29.95; www.winzip.com). Windows XP even includes built-in tools for compressing and decompressing
files. To compress a large file in WinXP, right-click the file,
click Sent To, and click Compressed (Zipped) Folder.
WinXP will create a compressed version of the file in the
same location as the original. Both will have the same file
name, but the compressed file will have a .ZIP extension.
You can send this new zipped file as the email attachment.
Note that there are some types of files that you shouldn’t
compress. For instance, JPEG (Joint Photographic Experts
Group) files are already in a compressed format, and attempts to further compress a JPEG file usually won’t make
it any smaller. In fact, in some cases, it can actually make
the file larger. However, if you are working with an uncompressed, lossless format, such as a TIFF (Tagged Image File
Format) file, compressing the file can save space.
If the file you want to send is a graphics file that you can’t
compress further, you have another option. You can open
the picture in an image-editing application, such as Adobe’s
Photoshop Elements 5.0 ($89.99; www.adobe.com), to
change the dimensions of the photo. For example, most
digital cameras take
fairly large photos,
but most images as
To reduce the size of a
file, you can use
Windows XP’s built-in
Compressed (Zipped)
Folders function.
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NTFS stands for NT file system, and FAT stands for
file allocation table. FAT32 is simply the 32-bit version
of FAT. You can select any one of these formats when you
format a drive and install WinXP. However, earlier versions
of Windows only provided support for FAT or FAT32.
NTFS is newer and therefore provides some additional benefits, such as better reliability. One of the most important
features of NTFS is its built-in security, which encrypts files
with EFS (Encrypting File System) so that you can limit
which users can access specific files. If you are the only
person who uses your computer, this may not be important
to you. However, if several people in your home or office
use your PC, NTFS is a good option. It provides you with
the tools you need in order to limit which users can view,
edit, and delete important files.
Most users will probably select NTFS, but there are times
when it might make more sense to use FAT or FAT32. For
example, if you’ll have a dual-boot system that can boot not
only into WinXP but also into an earlier version of
Windows, such as Windows 98 or Windows Me, you need
to choose carefully when formatting your drive. Your NTFS
partition will be able to read and access the files on the FAT
or FAT32 partition; however, when you’ve booted from the
FAT/FAT32 partition, you won’t be able to access any of the
files on the NTFS partition. This is because NTFS is a newer
technology, and older OSes (operating systems), such as
Windows 9x, cannot read from NTFS drives or partitions. If
it’s important that you can access documents on both partitions regardless of which partition you booted from, you
should choose NTFS for either partition.

Q

When I use Internet Explorer, it automatically fills in fields
on forms. For example, if I’m ordering a gift online, IE automatically enters my name, address, phone number, and other information in the fields of the site’s order form. How can I disable
the AutoFill feature so that it doesn’t fill in forms automatically?

TECH

A

It’s fairly simple to configure IE not to use AutoFill.
Launch IE, click Tools, and select Internet Options. In
the resulting Internet Options dialog box, click the Content
tab. Under the Personal Information section, click the
AutoComplete button. In the AutoComplete Settings dialog
box, under Use AutoComplete For, remove the check mark
from the Forms checkbox. If you’re interested in disabling
AutoComplete for fields other than form fields, you can disable AutoComplete for other types of fields, too. For example,
you can deselect the Web Addresses checkbox. (You can learn
more about AutoFill and AutoComplete features by searching
our Smart Computing Tech Support Center at www.smart
computing.com/techsupport.) When you have the AutoFill
and AutoComplete settings the way you want them, click the
OK button, and then click the OK button again.

Q

My PC is very slow. What might be slowing it down? Do I
need a new computer, or is there a way to make this PC
as fast as it used to be?

A

The simple answer is that you probably don’t need a new
computer. The more complicated answer is that there
are many things that can slow a computer to a crawl, and it
may take some work to find the cause of the sluggishness.
If you haven’t already done so, one of the first things that
you should do is install antivirus and antispyware utilities.
Scan your drive to make sure that your system is free of
viruses, spyware, and adware because these are among the
most common causes of poor system performance.
As always, you should also make sure that your copy of
Windows and your drivers are up-to-date. Run Windows
Update (www.windowsupdate.com) to verify that you have
installed all critical updates and patches. Also, check manufacturers’ sites for updated drivers for peripheral devices
such as mice, printers, and scanners.
If you haven’t found any signs of malware, you can also
check for unnecessary startup items. To do this, open the
Start menu, click Run, type msconfig, and click OK. In the
System Configuration Utility dialog box, click the Startup tab.
You’ll see a list of programs and processes that launch when
you start Windows.
Some of these programs may continue
to run in the background and consume resources as
you’re using your
computer. Startup

As you can see, startup items often have cryptic names. However, you can
learn more about what these items do by examining the Command
column in the Startup tab of the System Configuration Utility or by using
a search engine to find more information about the startup item.

NEWS

items often have cryptic names. You can often find clues to a
startup item’s associated program in the Command column.
For example, you might see Symantec or ThinkPad in the file
path under the Command heading. You also can use a search
engine, such as Google, to determine what a specific startup
item does. To disable any startup items, deselect that item’s
checkbox and then click OK.
Sometimes slow performance is simply because the hard
drive is getting too full or too fragmented. Keep at least 10%
to 20% of your hard drive’s capacity available. Empty the
Recycle Bin, uninstall unused programs, and perform other
general cleanup routines if your hard drive is getting too full.
It’s often worthwhile to defragment your drive if you’ve
noticed a serious decline in system speed. This will improve
performance by ensuring that the data for various files are
kept together and aren’t fragmented and spread across the
drive in bits and pieces. This lets your OS and applications
access files and information more quickly. There are many
third-party utilities available for defragmenting hard drives,
but you’ll also find some built-in tools in Windows. Open
the Start menu and click Run. Type cmd and click OK. In
the resulting window, type defrag c: at the command
prompt and press ENTER. This will begin a defrag procedure on your hard drive.
Finally, if nothing else helps to speed up your system, you
may need to reinstall Windows. You can find information
about reinstalling Windows, as well as more tips for speeding
up your system, in our online Tech Support Center. ❙❙

Feature Package Topics
Each Smart Computing issue includes tips, reviews, and
information about a variety of topics. However, each issue
also has a featured group of articles about a selected topic.
Below is a list of the Feature Packages from the previous
year. As a Smart Computing subscriber, you have access to
all of our archived articles at www.smartcomputing.com.
December 2005:
January 2006:
February 2006:
March 2006:
April 2006:
May 2006:
June 2006:
July 2006:
August 2006:
September 2006:
October 2006:
November 2006:

Our Annual Holiday Buyer’s Guide
Troubleshoot! Solve Software Problems
What’s Slowing Down Your PC?
Reinstall Your Operating System
Protect Yourself Against
Viruses & Spyware
Vista vs. XP
How To Restore Your PC
Repair & Speed Up Your System
Fix & Avoid Photo Problems
Clean Up Your Computer
Uninstall Stubborn Software
Easy Answers To Your Printing Questions
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EX-S770RD | MSRP $379.99 | www.casio.com

Ultra-Slim Digital Camera With Wide-Screen LCD
The attractively elegant EX-S770
shoots 7.2-megapixel still images and
records high-quality movies in
MPEG-4 format. In addition, it features a bright 2.8-inch wide-screen
LCD but still retains the ultra-slim
card size of its predecessors. Its impressive wide-screen display employs
a 230,000-pixel LCD that clearly displays images and information down
to the smallest detail, and boasts a
maximum brightness of around
1100cd/m 2 —plenty bright enough
to see outdoors on a sunny day.

Casio has also added new functions
to take advantage of the EX-S770’s
new wide screen.
The high-quality stainless steel body
of the EX-S770 is the epitome of design elegance and ensures ease of operation as well, while maintaining all
the slimness and beauty the EXILIM
Card line is renowned for. The EXILIM Card EX-S770 is available in
three exciting colors: silver, blazing
red, and graphite blue.

New Functions
• Wide-aspect movies
• Data storage function
• 7.2 million effective pixels; 3X optical zoom
• Super bright 2.8-inch wide-screen LCD
• Anti-shake DSP for reducing photo blur due
to shaky hands or moving subjects
• BEST SHOT modes deliver great photo results
simply by selecting one of 35 sample images to
represent the current photo scene

SMART SOLUTIONS
Advertisment

VersaCharger PRO™ | $25.95 | BoxWave® | www.boxwave.com

The Only Charger You Need
Less clutter, more power, unparalleled
versatility. The VersaCharger PRO™
($25.95 each) by BoxWave® is an ultra
portable charging solution capable of
providing power for all your mobile
devices, anywhere. Combining a car,
wall, and optional airplane charger
into one sleek, low- profile package,
the VersaCharger PRO™ is compatible
with a full range of handhelds.
Imagine, one charger for any combination of devices: smartphone, Pocket
PC, Palm®, Apple iPod®, and PDA.
Just as the original VersaCharger™
won acclaim from top reviewers for pioneering a revolutionary design, the

new VersaCharger PRO™ is fast
gaining a reputation as a mobile
“must-have” by taking the leap to multiple device compatibility and full
adaptability with international power
standards. The all new VersaCharger
PRO™ provides up to 1 amp of power
on demand, allowing the VersaCharger
PRO™ to charge any Pocket PC,
Palm®, smartphone, or iPod® on the
market.
Paired with a miniSync™ retractable
cable ($14.95) or a DirectSync™ cable
($12.45), the VersaCharger PRO™
provides a complete data transfer and
charging solution.

The BoxWave® VersaCharger PRO™ Features:
• Combination wall, car, and optional airplane charger in one unit
• Native U.S. and European plug types, offering adaptive circuitry to accommodate
both domestic and
international voltage standards
• USB ports positioned so you don’t have to
use two power outlets to power a device
• Intelligent chip protection to
prevent overcharging
• Small, durable, and lightweight
construction, including folding plugs for a
more compact design
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This Month In
Reviews
iriver clix
Bookmark Managers
Contributing Writers
Blaine Flamig
Joshua Gulick
Kylee Dickey
Marty Sems
Jeff Dodd
Jennifer Farwell
Next Month
Office Suites

Pinnacle Dazzle
Video Creator Platinum
$89.99
Pinnacle
(800) 293-2948
www.pinnaclesys.com
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The Video
In The Closet

Blaine A. Flamig
Send Blaine your opinions at
blaine@smartcomputing.com

Turn Memories Into DVDs
ecently, a friend and I were reminiscing
R
about our college days, which took me
back to when I was an up-and-comer at the
University of Nebraska-Kearney (www.unk
.edu) and hosted a sports talk show called
“The Lady Loper Show” for the campus TV
station. The show’s producer/director
thought she was getting a host with sports
knowledge, as I was a sports editor for the
college newspaper. What she didn’t know
was that I took the gig mostly because I
thought it would be a great way to meet girls.
What I didn’t know was how little an impression an incompetent host can make.
Evidently, bad Cosby sweaters, flop sweat,
and a loper-caught-in-the-headlights expression aren’t endearing qualities to girls. Still,
when the topic of talk shows would surface
over the years, I’d pipe up to anyone in
earshot that I’d hosted a show
once. “Oh, yeah?” the person
would say with feigned interest. “Sure. I have a tape. Let
me go get it.” And off I’d lope
in search of that tape.
By the time I’d find and
rewind the tape, any interest
my would-be audience had
initially faked would have
waned completely. Evidently,
a braggadocios has-been only
packing one beat-up VHS as
proof of television glory isn’t
endearing to anyone. Still, that tape holds a
special place in my heart.
But VHS isn’t cutting it any longer. It’s
time to move my TV accomplishments to
DVD. Video-capturing devices that can
help me take my video and turn it into digital data to store on a hard drive or burn
straight to DVD are numerous these days.
Most just plug into a computer’s USB port.
The camcorder, VCR, or other video source
then just plugs into the capturing device via

an S-Video cable or RCA audio-visual cables. Software, which most video capturers
bundle, can use that data to create a DVD
complete with menus, chapters, and music.
I used Pinnacle’s Dazzle Video Creator
Platinum and ADS Tech’s DVD Xpress

DVD Xpress DX2
$129.99
ADS Tech
(800) 888-5244
www.adstech.com
Windows 2000/XP required

DX2 video capturers. The devices are similar
in most respects.
Both use onboard chips to encode video in real time;
support MPEG-1/2/4 and DivX formats for
creating DVDs, VCDs, and SVCDs; can
output video to compatible iPods and Sony
PSPs; are extremely easy to use, lightweight,
and inconspicuous; and have somewhat
beefy minimum system requirements.
Within minutes of connecting each device,
installing the respective software, connecting
the various cables, inserting my tape into the
VCR, and pressing Record in the software, I
was capturing video at a 720 x 480 resolution.
Dazzle’s InstantDVD Recorder and Xpress
DX2’s CapWiz apps showed me previews of
the video playing in the VCR so I could pinpoint exactly the segments I wanted to capture. After snatching about 10 minutes of
video with each device, I opened the resulting
files in each device’s video-editing app and
added a top menu with chapters, player control buttons, backgrounds, music, and more.
I was also able to tweak brightness, contrast,
and other display properties. (If only I could
have edited out those nasty sweaters.) ❙❙
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Setup Done Right
Printer Server Setup Tools Make The Difference
Joshua Gulick
Send your comments to
joshua@smartcomputing.com

lthough many hardware manufacturers
A
understand how important a troublefree setup is to us customers, I think others
don’t quite get it yet. Many of us are comfortable enough with electronics that we’re
willing to attempt setting up a network or
installing hardware—if the manufacturer
meets us halfway by providing a well-written
setup guide or an installation wizard.
Linksys is one manufacturer that has figured this out. When you buy one of its network devices, you can expect to find a Quick
Installation guide and a CD that includes a
Setup Wizard and a PDF (Portable Document Format) manual. That’s
some serious setup support.

Setting Up A Print Server

WPS54G Wireless-G
Print Server
$99
Linksys
(800) 546-5797
(949) 823-1200
www.linksys.com

The Linksys WPS54G Wireless-G Print Server is a device that
manages print jobs. It sits on your
wired or wireless (802.11b or g)
network, between the printer and
PC. And because it’s on the network, it can accept print jobs from
multiple networked PCs. You can use
your computer to share a printer on the
network, but a print server moves the print
job management away from your PC’s resources. Another benefit is that the print
server is always on, whereas a printer that’s
attached to your computer leaves the network as soon as you turn off your computer.
Although the WPS54G can connect to
your router via an Ethernet cable, its claim
to fame is that it’s wireless. It plugs into
your printer via a USB cable and wirelessly
shuttles data between the printer and the
network (it supports 64- and 128-bit encryption). It’s a good example because it’s a
product many of us aren’t familiar with.

Installation Wizardry
The paper Quick Installation guide and
the Setup Wizard tag team to help you get

your print server up and running. The
Quick Installation guide starts the process
by walking you through the physical setup.
It uses brief, clear instructions and large
pictures to show you where to connect the
various cables.
Once you’ve completed the physical
setup and started the Setup Wizard, the
Quick Installation guide moves into a supporting role. It includes pictures of each
wizard screen, as well as text instructions. I
found the instructions for configuring the
print server’s wireless networking settings
particularly helpful when I entered my test
network’s encryption information.
The Security Wizard also has text instructions that accompany each step. I am glad
that the wizard helps explain the information it wants from you, but I found that
I usually just referred to my Quick Installation guide—I still prefer paper to a computer screen when it comes to reading
instructions.

When The Going Gets Rough
Thanks to the Setup Wizard and Quick
Installation guide, you probably won’t even
look at the manual during setup. You might
need some help if you encounter problems
later, though, or if you need to download
fresh drivers or firmware. The manual
shines here. It has a solid troubleshooting
section, instructions for installing firmware,
and a glossary of networking terms. The
manual also boasts a list of tips for securing
your network against outside threats. It
wraps up by listing a tech support contact
and warranty information.

Successful Setup
The printer was up and running on my
network in about 10 minutes, which is a
pretty short setup time for me—with any
device. I don’t have any complaints about
the print server’s performance, either. I
sent large and small print jobs to the
printer over the wireless network without
any noticeable delays and didn’t experience
any dropped connections. The experience
was so smooth that you’d think that
Linksys built the WPS54G with the customer in mind. ❙❙
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Siesta Software

According to Brainwave Limited, you can
use its pzizz software 1.7 to nap your way
to a better life.

such as lowering the volume of the voice,
silencing the voice entirely, or changing the
volume of the music and sound effects.
Once you click the Generate Nap button,
pzizz combines various sound effects and
voiceovers in a unique combination to
create one of over 100 billion possible
unique nap tracks. You can play nap tracks
back on your computer, or you can export
them to an iPod or other portable music
player so that you can take a quick nap on
the go. I found that it worked best to export
naps to my iPod so that I could listen to a
pzizz track when I needed a 20-minute
power nap during the day.

Software That Puts You To Sleep

Did I Snooze Or Lose?

Brainwave Limited maintains that a
short period of relaxation and rest during
the day can help you be more alert,
think more clearly, and be more
productive. Many studies have
shown benefits to taking a power
nap during the day, but what’s up
for debate is whether Brainwave
Limited’s approach to napping is actually beneficial.
pzizz software 1.7 comes with the
Energizer Module for taking brief
power naps. The software aims to
help you nap by generating relaxation tracks to help you de-stress,
fall asleep, enter the appropriate
sleep phases, and awake on time and
refreshed. The audio tracks consist
of NLP (Neuro-Linguistic Programming), music, and sound effects. These elements are supposed
to combine in a way that matches the rate
of relaxed breathing and mimics the
rhythm of brainwaves during REM (rapideye movement) sleep. NLP is a controversial subject area, because there’s no solid
scientific evidence that you can really reprogram your mind to perform better.
However, there are many psychologists and
treatment centers that incorporate some aspects of NLP into their patients’ care. I
wanted to see if pzizz could really help me
relax and sleep better, even though I was
quite skeptical of the concept itself.
pzizz creates nap tracks of whatever length
you choose. You can also adjust settings,

I expected the pzizz nap tracks to be as
much an annoying distraction as anything.
I think I expected to hear something like
the music of Kenny G, Yanni, or John Tesh,
none of which would really help me sleep.
Instead, though, the pzizz tracks contained
more random, abstract sound effects than
actual melodies. I heard the sounds of
waves on the beach, quiet ringing bells, and
soft dissonant chords. A man’s voice also
makes suggestions of ways to relax and get
your mind in the right state for sleep. I
found some of the suggestions very useful,
but the voice itself was distracting to me. It
felt a little bit too cheesy and New Age-y,
so I started configuring pzizz to generate
naps that either quieted the voice or muted
it entirely.
I have to admit that I was hoping to say
that pzizz did nothing to help me nap and
refuel during the day, because I didn’t want
to be the crazy person who listens to relaxation tapes. However, I really did find that I
fell asleep faster, slept better, and awoke on
time and more alert than I ever did when I
set an alarm clock to take a 15- or 20minute nap.
I’m certain that this software would not
work for everyone. If you’re intrigued by
the idea, though, you can try it free.
Brainwave Limited offers a free downloadable 20-minute “energizer soundtrack” on
its Web site so you can try out the concept.
With any product that’s so on the fringes,
it’s excellent to have a chance to try it out
before you spend your money. ❙❙

Unique Program
Creates Relaxation Tracks To Help You Nap
Kylee Dickey
Send your comments to
kylee@smartcomputing.com

pzizz software 1.7
$39.95
Brainwave Limited
customercare@pzizz.com
www.pzizz.com
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. . . Wouldn’t it be great if you
Zness,zzzzzzzz
could sleep your way to greater happimore productivity, and better health?
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Put Your Flicks On A clix
iriver’s 2GB Pocket Nickelodeon
Marty Sems
Send your comments and
video-formatting advice to
marty@smartcomputing.com

clix 2GB
$199.99
iriver
(360) 567-3570
www.iriveramerica.com

ou could be the hippest one in the
Y
room. Whip out a pocket-sized digital
photo album to show off pictures of your
grandkids. As your audience oohs and
ahhs, click over to a video clip of the latest
baby’s first steps and then a text document
of her birth announcement. Next, produce
a set of earphones and bring up an audio
recording of the little cutie saying
“Grandma” and “love you.” And if
there’s no one around to impress,
you can catch NPR’s “Car Talk”
on FM or listen to your own
favorite music files.
I haven’t bought a personal media player yet,
although I’ve been
playing with the
odd model for
half a decade. I
don’t listen to
music when I’m
hiking because I’d
rather hear the sounds of
the great outdoors. And when I
mow the grass, I wear earplugs because I want to be able to listen to music
later in life. That being said, I have to admit
that a teensy player such as iriver’s clix
would be wonderful to have on a long flight.
The clix is a 2GB, flash memory-based
media player slightly bigger than a bar of
hotel soap. It displays JPEG (Joint Photographic Experts Group) photos and plays
MPEG-4 (Moving Picture Expert Group)
videos on its color screen with a 1.75- x
1.25-inch viewable area, which looks very
nice. The gadget also plays MP3, WMA
(Windows Media Audio), and other nonApple music files with authority and
clarity.
I love the clix’s interface. You navigate
through its menus by clicking the edges of
the screen. Little icons will appear on most
screens to tell you what clicking each edge
will do. Once you have things set just right,
move a slider on the bottom of the device

to lock the screen in place before you slip
the player into your pocket.
For the most part, the menus are very
clear and logical, except for the tutorial
being filed under Flash Games instead of
Videos. I started using the clix as soon as I
picked it up without having to read the
manual. On the other hand, a veteran user
of Palm Zires and cell phones didn’t understand how to use the clix at all.
Windows XP automatically recognizes
the clix when you connect the device to
your PC to recharge through the USB cable.
The clix shows up in Windows Explorer
and allows you to drag and drop playable
files to it; an iPod won’t let you play music
transferred this way. Note that the clix acts
as a USB flash memory drive, too.
iriver’s recommended file transfer
method is to use Windows Media Player 11
(included on a CD; WMP10 is also supported to a degree) to send music and
videos to the clix. I’ve never liked the idea
of having a media player gadget that’s tied
to particular software—which is another
reason why I’ll never buy an iPod—but
linking to WMP does allow you to play
copy-protected files. The PlaysForSurecompliant clix supports online music stores
such as eMusic (www.emusic.com), URGE
(www.urge.com), Yahoo! Music (music
.yahoo.com), and others, but not iTunes
(www.itunes.com).
On the downside, I couldn’t get any of
my own videos to play on the clix, although
preloaded clips played just fine. I converted
some unprotected WMV (Windows Media
Video) and MPG clips to fit the clix’s video
format requirements using various media
encoders including iriverter 0.16, the free
utility suggested by iriver, but nothing
worked for me. A company spokesman told
me that he’d never had a problem getting
his clix to play videos converted with
iriverter, for what it’s worth. And you can
update the clix’s firmware to install future
bug fixes.
The clix really is a neat little audio/video
player. I wish it could play content while
recharging, but its advertised 25-hour maximum battery life during MP3 audio playback (less for WMV and still less for
copy-protected music or videos) almost
makes up for it. ❙❙
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Software
Head-To-Head
BOOKMARK MANAGERS

Picking Favorites
Bookmark Managers
ccording to research conducted by
A
comScore Media Metrix, the average
U.S. computer user views 133.1 Web pages
per day. No wonder bookmarks have become so popular.
Bookmarks, for those
who aren’t familiar with
them, are shortcuts to
particular Web pages.
People who use the Web
employ bookmarks to
quickly access the pages
they visit most frequently. The most popular
browsers make it easy to
create bookmarks. In
Internet Explorer, for instance, users simply press
CTRL-D when the preferred page appears onscreen. This handy key combination simply
drops the bookmarked page into the
Favorites folder. Users can organize their
bookmarks into subfolders, but these can
fill up quickly during a hectic surfing session and may become unmanageable if a user surfs the Web a lot.
That’s where bookmark managers
come in.
The bookmark managers featured in this month’s roundup are
designed to help users keep track
of their favorite Web sites, as well
as their favorite blogs and subscription feeds. Some of the bookmark managers are installed as
standalone utilities, while others
operate online as Web-based services; all are available to try free.
Link Commander 3.0 (Standard Edition)
The developers of Link Commander apparently believe in the two-heads-are-betterthan-one philosophy. The program’s unique
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interface boasts twin panels, each of which
contains a separate collection of bookmarks.
Although a second panel may seem superfluous, the two-in-one concept actually
proves convenient by allowing users to work
with any two of their bookmark collections
at the same time. Yes, that’s right: Link
Commander lets users create multiple bookmark collections, such as one for work, one
for education, one for sports, and so on.
In addition to its dual panels, the latest
version of Link Commander also boasts
password protection for blocking access to
private or potentially offensive sites, a duplicates finder that hunts down redundant
bookmarks among collections so users can
delete them, and an integrated Web browser for direct surfing. Another unique feature is the Drop Trap, a transparent icon
that, when right-clicked, provides direct access to the program’s various functions.
This abundance of special features is the
good news about Link Commander. The
bad news is that users have to figure out
how to use them. We certainly needed the
extensive Help files to learn about and familiarize ourselves with the utility’s nonintuitive capabilities. We wouldn’t have
minded the homework so much if the program involved was a spreadsheet or finance
management software. But for a bookmark
manager? All we want to do is organize a
bunch of shortcuts.
Link Commander is compatible with all
of the most popular browsers. Technical assistance is available by email only.
Bookmark Buddy
As is the case with most programs, the
ultimate purpose of a bookmark manager is
to make life less complicated and more
productive. Bookmark Buddy certainly
achieves this purpose.
Fast to download and quick to install,
Bookmark Buddy provides a positive user
experience from the very start. The program’s main interface consists of three
clearly labeled fields: Categories, which lists
the user’s primary bookmark categories;
Subcategories, which lists the subcategories
contained within a selected category; and
Bookmarks, which lists the bookmarks contained within the selected subcategory. Users
can perform basic bookmark management

Reviews

tasks, such as adding new bookmarks
and sorting current
bookmarks alphabetically. The built-in
Help files provide detailed user assistance,
although we rarely
needed it.
Bookmark Buddy
has few extras. For
example, it lacks a
proprietary browser and a Drop Trap feature. However, it does boast a login management component that not only lets a user
link a login name and password to a particular Web site but also will fill in the correct
name and password when the user visits the
site in question. Bookmark Buddy can even
encrypt the login information to protect it
from prying eyes. Best of all, users can access
this feature and figure out how to use it with
minimal effort. In our opinion, this was the
best feature provided by any of the bookmark managers we tested.
Needless to say, we liked Bookmark
Buddy. We liked it even more because it
represents shareware in the purest sense,
with a free 30-day trial. The purchase price
includes a lifetime of free updates and free
email-based tech support. Bookmark Buddy
is compatible with all of the major browsers.

BUYING TIPS
Don’t invest in a shareware
bookmark manager until you
have taken advantage of its free
trial period. Testing the product
for 30 days will help you decide
whether you really need it.

Web-based bookmark managers before we
gave them a try. It made sense to us that
users would prefer a bookmark manager that
could retain their personal bookmarking
preferences in the form of home pages that
users could access from almost any Internetconnected computer and browser.
Needless to say, we were wrong. The optimism we felt when we first logged in to
iFaves quickly faded to confusion when we
discovered that the bookmark management
service actually required us to surf away
from a preferred site in order to add that
site to the bookmark database. We had to
read the instructions multiple times before
we felt confident enough to attempt the
counterintuitive maneuver. Fortunately for
us, it worked. Even so, we wish the iFaves
developers would find a way to handle the
bookmarking procedure that doesn’t involve clicking the Back button so often.
Our confusion didn’t end there, though.
iFaves takes a unique approach to bookmark
management, an approach based on the creation of tags. Specifically, the service requires
users to specify defining tags and site descriptions for each new bookmark. We appreciated this feature for its technical merits
but were ultimately frustrated by it when we
discovered that iFaves had failed to register
several of our bookmarks because we had
not specified tags for them.
Users who want to take an active—make
that very active—role in managing their
bookmarks will probably view iFaves’ tagging component as a positive. Such users will

iFaves
Considering that we live in a highly mobile society, we assumed the superiority of

Software Information
Price

Company

Contact Information

URL

Link Commander 3.0
(Standard Edition)

$34.95

Resort Labs

N/A

www.resortlabs.com

Bookmark Buddy

$29.95

Edward Leigh

N/A

www.urlorg.com

iFaves

Free

The CMR Group

(416) 829-2237

www.ifaves.com

SiteBar 3.3.8

Free
(basic edition only)

SiteBar Team

N/A

sitebar.org

Scorecard
Link Commander 3.0
(Standard Edition)

Features

Ease Of Use

Installation

Support/Documents

Price

Overall Score

5

3

4

3

3

3.6/5

Bookmark Buddy

4

5

5

3

4

4.2/5

iFaves

4

3

3

3

5

3.6/5

SiteBar 3.3.8

3

4

4

3

5

3.8/5
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also recognize value in the service’s extras;
for instance, a calendar that keeps track of
when new bookmarks were created and a
sharing option that lets users send bookmarks to others at the time the bookmarks
are created. We, on
the other hand, failed
to see the point of
these features. We
also were supremely disappointed in
the support options,
which consisted of
nothing more than a
brief introduction, a
tutorial for adding an
iFaves advertisement
to a Web site, and a
Coming Soon message where the FAQ
should be.
On a more positive note, we give the developer props for
maintaining a phone line. None of the
other bookmark managers featured in this
roundup can make the same claim.
SiteBar 3.3.8

BUYING TIPS
Before importing bookmarks
into a bookmark manager, you
may first need to export them
out of Internet Explorer. To do
so, open the browser’s File
menu, select Import And
Export, and follow the steps
outlined in the resulting
Import/Export Wizard.
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SiteBar is another Web-based bookmark
management service that lets users store their
bookmarks at an online server for access
from any Internet-connected computer.
Despite our experience with iFaves, we were
hopeful that SiteBar would provide a positive
bookmark experience. Our hopes quickly
faded once we got a look at the service.
SiteBar’s developers evidently devoted few
resources to graphic design. The service’s
registration interface was nothing more than
a series of labeled fields packed together near
the left margin of an otherwise empty Web page.
In their defense, the developers provided an excellent set of how-to
instructions—complete
with screen shots—that
guided us step-by-step
through the processes
of registering and importing our existing
bookmarks into SiteBar.
We also relied on the
instructions to learn

how to add new sites to SiteBar. The service
employs a pop-up window in which users
can verify bookmark information and
specify preferences, such as whether a page
should remain private and whether it includes a live subscription feed. We had to
reconfigure our pop-up blocker to accommodate SiteBar, but a bigger inconvenience
is that we had to open SiteBar as a Search
bar in order to use it. At least it didn’t require the use of tags (though tags are available for users who like to prepare their
bookmarks for easy searching later).
Who can complain about a free program,
though? As long as users have fewer than 500
bookmarks, SiteBar will manage them at no
charge. Users must pay—in euros—for advanced program editions. SiteBar is compatible with all major browsers, is available in 20
languages, and includes email support.

Wanted: Manager
Whether provided by a third-party utility
or a Web-based service, bookmark management is essentially a task of organizing shortcuts to the sites a user visits most frequently.
The bookmark managers we reviewed help
users do this. But, then again, so does the
Favorites folder in Internet Explorer.
In our opinion, only one bookmark
manager offered value that exceeded the effort spent obtaining it: Bookmark Buddy.
We particularly appreciated its login management component, which remembers
usernames and passwords for those sites
that require them. For this reason, it earns
our Smart Choice distinction. ❙❙
BY JEFF

DODD

December 2006

Smart Choice
Bookmark Buddy

Software Reviews

File Utilities

Convert Files To PDFs
you need the ability to create Adobe
SbutoPDF
(Portable Document Format) files,
you definitely don’t need the expense of

ScanSoft PDF Converter
Professional 4
$99.99
Nuance Communications
(781) 565-5000
www.nuance.com

Scorecard
Performance 4
Ease Of Use 5
Installation 4
Documentation 5
Price 5
Overall Score 4.6/5

the program. What are you to do? Purchase
PDF Converter Professional 4.
PDF Converter Pro represents the union
of two ScanSoft PDF tools—PDF Converter
and PDF Create. Using PDF Converter
Professional or its sidekick, the PDF Create
Assistant, you can convert Microsoft Word
and Excel and Corel WordPerfect documents into PDF. Word features one-click
buttons that let you create, email, or open
PDF documents. You can also create PDF
documents from one or more supported file
types. Using PDF Converter Assistant, you
can convert PDF files back into editable
Word, Excel, or WordPerfect documents
(something even Adobe Acrobat does not
do). In all cases, we found conversion and
creation to be simple and straightforward.
PDF Converter Pro (and PDF Create
Assistant) can even create a single PDF from
multiple file types and sizes. They can also
create multiple PDFs in a single batch processing operation. Finally, it can create
overlay PDFs, where multiple files overlay
each other on the page. (PDF Converter Pro
also lets you rearrange the elements on your
PDF pages, making this feature more useful
than it appears at first glance.)
As with Acrobat, PDF Converter Pro also
offers a wide range of features from within
the main program. You can perform a wide
array of editing functions, including highlighting, changing or marking up text, annotating, and more. You can also assign
security settings, add watermarks, adjust
quality, attach files, insert clip art, crop your
page (more easily than in Acrobat), and generally perform all the tasks supported in
Adobe Acrobat Standard.
Furthermore, PDF Converter Pro incorporates Logical Form Recognition technology,
enabling users to convert PDF forms into
Word forms or interactive forms for online
use. As a final bonus, PDF Converter Pro can
even read your PDFs to you (they must have
been created from text documents, not scans
or graphics). The text-to-speech feature isn’t

perfect—in particular, the speaker doesn’t
pause long enough at the end of paragraphs.
However, the male voice is pleasant, pauses
appropriately after commas and periods, and
recognizes common abbreviations.
The one place where PDF Converter Pro
lacks (compared to Acrobat’s functionality)
is in creating documents for commercial
printing. PDF Converter Pro can save documents at commercial print quality just as
Adobe Acrobat Standard can. However,
whereas Adobe Acrobat Professional supports a wide array of operations designed to
ensure optimal color and print reproduction, PDF Converter Pro lacks most of those
control features.
While we recommend PDF Converter Pro
for those who create documents for the Web
or desktop printing, we caution that graphic
professionals may be disappointed.
We did experience two problems with PDF
Converter Pro. First, on two systems, Outlook
2003 crashed after we installed PDF Converter
Pro and then told us that the new software
(which has an Outlook add-in) was the
reason. This may not happen to you, but if it
does, Outlook will offer to disable the add-in
and you won’t experience any additional
problems. (The program is valuable enough
sans the Outlook feature to merit purchase.)
Second, PDF Converter Pro has a stingy
activation policy—you must activate before
the fifth session. Until you do, a large Nuance
watermark will mar your PDF documents.
During our first installation, the watermarking did not stop, even after activation.
According to Nuance technical support, activating at installation will turn off the watermarking control and avoid problems with it
after activation. Indeed, when we reinstalled
the program and activated it immediately, the
watermarks disappeared.
Despite these two glitches, we found PDF
Converter Pro to be a very useful and userfriendly tool, and the value for the price is incredible. Documentation within the program
is good, and Nuance makes a variety of user
guides and other materials available online. ❙❙
BY JENNIFER FARWELL
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Multimedia

Light It Up
f you want a basic burner that supports a
Igood
wide array of formats, Power2Go is a
candidate. The newest version sup-

Power2Go 5.5
CyberLink
$39.95
(510) 668-0118
www.cyberlink.com

Scorecard
Performance 3
Ease Of Use 5
Installation 5
Documentation 3
Price 3
Overall Score 3.8/5

ports two new video formats, HD-DVD
(high-definition DVD) and Blu-ray. It also
offers enhanced security features, including
on-the-fly data encryption, password protection, and disc invisibility. These features
make it a great choice for burning data
backups (or keeping sensitive material away
from unauthorized eyes).
On the downside, Power2Go lacks the
functionality you’ll find in some other
burning tools. For example, it doesn’t have a
label maker, and while it can normalize
sound levels on audio discs, it does not have
a separate volume control. It also has very
limited editing capabilities. You can trim
video tracks, export audio from video (a
pretty cool feature), or add space between
audio tracks, but that’s about it.
What Power2Go does do—copying data—
it does very well. At installation, it puts a
stack of four icons on your Desktop, one each

for data, audio, video, and disc-to-disc
copying. Drag and drop content here as you
work, and when you’re ready to burn, simply
double-click the block to open the burning
interface. Power2Go supports mixed-media
(audio and data) burning, and it can automatically convert audio (but not video) files
to another format and quality. It can also rip
audio from CDs to your hard drive, create
disc images (snapshots) to save or copy to
your hard drive, and make bootable discs.
For hard-core burners who already own
or don’t care about video- and audio-editing
tools, Power2Go is an excellent choice.
Likewise, if you own or plan to buy an HDDVD or Blu-ray player and want basic
burning capabilities, give this program a
gander (a 30-day trial makes it easy).
However, if you like to tinker with the data
you put on CDs and DVDs, a digital media
suite might be a better, albeit more expensive, investment. ❙❙
BY JENNIFER FARWELL

Consumer

Find Your Way
you travel, or for that matter, live in a
Imustfmajor
city you long to explore in depth, you
check out Schmap. This free program

Schmap
Free
Schmap
freeware@schmap.com
www.schmap.com

Scorecard
Performance 5
Ease Of Use 5
Installation 5
Documentation 3
Price 5
Overall Score 4.6/5

24 December 2006

/ www.smartcomputing.com

works in tandem with dozens of guides to give
you an interactive and useful resource.
Schmap prompts you to choose a city
guide, which it will install with the Schmap
program. Optionally, you can download the
program alone and download individual
guides or a MegaPack for Europe, the United
States, or the entire world.
When you install the program and open a
guide, the map for your chosen city will appear as a large icon in the upper corner, and
you’ll see a tabbed interface in the main
screen. Click any of these tabs to begin exploring the program features.
Click the Maps tab, and you can select one
of several area and neighborhood maps to display in the main screen. From there, you can
select or deselect categories of destinations,
which Schmap will overlay on your chosen
map. Click an item, and Schmap will zoom in

on the item’s location. It will also display a picture and description.
Schmap provides an array of resource links,
descriptions, and other goodies. An interface
tool lets you search the Internet for more information on a topic without leaving Schmap.
Some cities’ guides are much more thorough than others, but Schmap is working to
improve them. If Schmap ever offers a mobile
version of this product, it will be perfect. As it
stands, it’s pretty darned appealing. ❙❙
BY JENNIFER FARWELL

Staff Picks
Our Experts Pick The Best Hardware
Alienware Aurora m9700
f you’re looking for a high-end multimedia notebook, look
IAMD’s
no further than the Aurora m9700. This notebook features
2.4GHz Turion 64 ML-44 processor, which is currently
AMD’s fastest single-core mobile CPU. This notebook also includes 2GB of dual-channel 400MHz DDR system memory,
two 100GB hard drives with RAID 0 (redundant array of independent disks) for 200GB of total storage capacity, and a duallayer DVD±RW (DVD-rewriteable) drive. Can your desktop
claim that? Alienware also threw in an 802.11b/g Wi-Fi card,
integrated Bluetooth, and a high-definition sound card.
These days, it’s no rare feat for computer manufacturers to
cram all that performance into a mobile form factor. What you
don’t see everyday is a notebook capable of running modern
graphics-intensive games at a stunning 60 frames per second
or better with a resolution of 1,280 x 1,024. The Aurora m9700
can do it thanks to Nvidia’s dual 256MB GeForce Go 7900 GS
COMPUTERS
Desktops <= $1,500
Breva
$724
Desktops > $1,500
HK-Xtreme (AMD-based)
$1,786
Notebooks <= $1,500
Inspiron E1505
$1,024 (customized)
Notebooks > $1,500
Aurora m9700
$4,074 (customized)
HANDHELDS
Handhelds & PDAs
(personal digital assistants)
iPAQ hx2495 Pocket PC
$399.99
INPUT DEVICES
Keyboards
USB Enhanced Multimedia Keyboard
$22.95
Mice/Trackballs/Trackpads
VX Revolution Cordless Laser
Mouse for Notebooks
$79.99
MONITORS/DISPLAYS
CRTs (cathode-ray tubes)
1100MB SyncMaster
$559
LCDs <= 19-inch
940BX
About $300
LCDs > 19-inch
UltraSharp 2407WFP
$719.10

Josh
Monarch Computer Systems
www.monarchcomputer.com
Josh
HyperKore
www.hyperkore.com
Jennifer
Dell
www.dell.com
Andrew
Alienware
www.alienware.com

Jennifer
HP
www.hp.com

SLI-enabled graphics
cards. And it comes
across beautifully on
the bright and vivid
Aurora m9700
17-inch Wide UXGA (Ultra Ex$4,074
tended Graphics Array) LCD.
Alienware
The Aurora m9700 is a multi(800) 254-3692
media monster that lets you juggle
www.alienware.com
videos, music, and photos; digitally
record TV; and more using Windows XP Media Center
Edition’s intuitive interface.
The notebook lasted for about 82 minutes in our battery test,
measures 1.8 x 15.5 x 11.75 inches (HxWxD), and weighs in
hefty (nearly 12 pounds) with the power brick attached. ❙❙
BY

ANDREW LEIBMAN

Monarch's Breva series of PCs feature Intel Pentium D processors with
dual-core processing power. I'd add Windows XP Home Edition to this
basic PC.
This is a strong gaming system. I'd add one of HyperKore's custom
window etchings to make this PC a real eye-catcher.
I took the Music And Photos preconfigured Inspiron E1505 and
added an Intel Core 2 Duo processor T7200 to get a multimedia
powerhouse to suit my needs.
This notebook's dual graphics cards managed to dominate our
game tests and beautifully plowed through just about everything we
threw at it.
This handheld will keep you organized and connected in the midst
of a hectic holiday season.

Josh
Dell
www.dell.com
Jennifer
Logitech
www.logitech.com

If your desk has a keyboard tray, you'll appreciate this keyboard's
small footprint.

Josh
Samsung
www.samsung.com
Blaine
Samsung
www.samsung.com
Blaine
Dell
www.dell.com

CRT monitors are going out of style, but Samsung's 21-inch beauty
will probably be around for some time. The monitor has a 1,280 x
1,024 resolution.
Samsung's slick, new 19-inch monitor has the ability to tilt,
swivel, and change height. The 5ms (millisecond) response time
is another plus.
Dell recently dropped the price of this stellar display, so while HP is
now offering the fine 24-inch LP2465, this Dell has more features
and is still a better option.

This cordless mouse has a free-spin mode that lets you scroll through long
documents in the blink of an eye.
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Logitech VX Revolution Cordless Laser Mouse For Notebooks
ogitech’s VX Revolution cordless mouse has a compact 2.4GHz USB receiver about
LThis
the size of a large paper clip that can be stored inside the mouse when traveling.
mouse has zoom controls, a One-Touch Search button, a Document Flip feature,
and buttons for Internet browsing. It has two scroll modes: free-spin and click-to-click. In
the free-spin mode, you can scroll through documents in no time. I scrolled through
more than 5,500 lines in an Excel spreadsheet with just one flick of the wheel. ❙❙
BY JENNIFER JOHNSON

PRINTERS
Inkjet <= $150
Stylus Photo R220
$99.99
Inkjet > $150
Pixma iP6600D Photo Printer
$179.99
Laser <= $200
E240
$199
Laser > $200 to $500
LaserJet 2600n
$359
Laser > $500
Phaser 8500N
$899
MFDs (multifunction devices)
Pixma MP830
$299.99
STORAGE
Flash Memory & Portable
Cruzer Micro 4GB
$179.99
CD & DVD Drives
GSA-H10LI
About $35
Hard Drives
Barracuda 7200.10 ST3750640AS 750GB
$350
VIDEO/PHOTO
Digital Camcorders < $500
Elura 100
$399
Digital Camcorders > $500
Xacti C6
$599.99
Digital Still Cameras—Point & Shoot
PowerShot A710 IS
$399
Digital Still Cameras—Adv./Prosumer
Digital Rebel Xti
$900
Graphics Cards <= $150
Radeon X1600 PRO HDMI
About $150
Graphics Cards > $150
e-GeForce 7600GS 256MB
w/Passive Heatsink
$149.99
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Kylee
Epson
www.epson.com
Kylee
Canon
www.usa.canon.com
Nathan
Lexmark
www.lexmark.com
Nathan
HP
www.hp.com
Nathan
Xerox
www.office.xerox.com
Kylee
Canon
www.usa.canon.com

Logitech VX Revolution
Cordless Laser
Mouse For
Notebooks
$79.99
Logitech
(510) 795-8500
www.logitech.com

This six-cartridge inkjet photo printer is very reasonably priced and provides
borderless printing on 4- x 6-inch, 5- x 7-inch, 8- x 10-inch, and 8.5- x 11-inch
paper. In addition, the included CD/DVD tray lets you print directly on
inkjet-printable discs.
The Pixma iP6600D is a six-cartridge inkjet printer with one-picoliter-sized
droplets, a 3.5-inch color LCD, memory card slot, and built-in controls on the
face of the top of the printer.
This monochrome printer produces 27ppm (pages per minute) at a professional quality resolution of 2,400dpi (dots per inch).
This printer's single-pass design allows it to churn out color prints at 8ppm, and
it has built-in Ethernet networkability.
This speedster prints out the first page in six seconds, and with a standard
625-sheet capacity, you won’t have to continually refill the paper trays.
This inkjet MFD provides not only standard-sized prints but also 4- x 6-inch
borderless photos, a built-in flatbed scanner and copier, a 33.6Kbps (kilobits
per second) fax modem, and Hi-Speed USB connectivity.

Blaine
SanDisk
www.sandisk.com
Marty
LG
us.lge.com
Marty
Seagate
www.seagate.com

The new Micro, the smaller sibling to the Cruzer Titanium, comes with Skype
installed and U3, a platform that lets you install and run apps from the device.

Andrew
Canon
www.usa.canon.com
Andrew
Sanyo
www.sanyo.com
Kylee
Canon
www.usa.canon.com
Blaine
Canon
www.usa.canon.com
Marty
Sapphire
www.sapphiretech.com
Marty
eVGA
www.evga.com

Compact and easy to use, the Elura 100 is an excellent buy for the money.

Low error rates, very fast at almost every task, and LightScribe 1.2 support:
What more could you want?
Top capacity and great speed for a 7,200rpm drive

The ergonomically-friendly pistol grip-style Xacti C6 is capable of capturing impressive VGA (Video Graphics Array)-quality (640 x 480) video and 6MP
(megapixel) stills.
This 7.1MP camera features 6X optical zoon, Image Stabilization Technology,
and a 2.5-inch wide viewing angle LCD.
This 10.1MP upgrade to the Rebel XT includes a self-cleaning system, new
CMOS (complementary metal-oxide semiconductor) sensor, and more. It lists
for $900, but you'll find it for at least $70 less online.
With a built-in HDMI (High-Definition Multimedia Interface) port, this card is
a fantastic building block for a DIY media center PC.
Because it uses a passive heatsink, this midrange graphics card gives you good
performance with no excess noise.

WINDOWS TIPS & TRICKS

Use WinXP & Virtual PC 2004
To Run Multiple OSes
here are lots of reasons why you might want to
have more than one operating system installed
on your PC. These may include the need for
compatibility with an old application or a desire to experiment with a new OS.
One common method of getting multiple operating
systems on a single PC is via dual booting, but it can be
difficult to set up.
If you’re running Windows XP, an alternative to dual
booting is available in the form of Microsoft Virtual PC
2004. The software uses a technology called virtual machines that allows you to install multiple “guest” operating systems under a single “host” OS. With Virtual PC
2004, you can not only run multiple operating systems
simultaneously, but you can also switch among them almost effortlessly. Best of all, Microsoft made Virtual PC
available as a free download earlier this year.

T

System & Legal Requirements
The system requirements for Virtual PC 2004 aren’t
particularly severe: It requires a minimum of a
400MHz CPU, but at least a 1GHz processor is recommended. The amount of memory and hard drive space
you need depends mostly on which guest operating
systems you want to use and how many of them you
want to run at the same time. If you only plan to run
one guest OS, 512 MB of RAM and several gigabytes of
free space should be enough.
There are a couple of caveats to be aware of with Virtual
PC 2004. It doesn’t come with any operating systems, so
you have to provide your own CD for the OS you want to
use. Second, you must legally comply with any OS licensing restrictions, which usually forbid installing a single
copy onto multiple machines at the same time.

WinXP Professional and Tablet PC Edition (it will run
on Windows 2000 Professional, as well), but WinXP
Home Edition isn’t explicitly mentioned. Microsoft’s official position is that Virtual PC 2004 is “not supported”
on WinXP Home Edition, but that doesn’t mean that it’s
not compatible with it. Many people—including your
humble writer—have successfully run Virtual PC 2004
on WinXP Home (and WinXP Media Center Edition).
While the lack of support means you won’t be able to
turn to Microsoft for help in case of a problem,
Microsoft doesn’t typically support free software
anyway, so you really have nothing to lose.
When the download is finished, unzip the file, locate
the Virtual PC 2004 SP1 folder, and run the setup program. If you’re using WinXP Home, when you click
Next to start the installation wizard, you’ll get a popup stating that you’re not running a supported operating system. Click OK, and the installation will
continue . The wizard is short and straightforward, and
the only choice you’ll need to make is whether you
want to allow access to Virtual PC 2004 for each user
account on your system. If you do, be sure to choose
Anyone Who Uses This Computer (All Users).
You’ll find an entry for Microsoft Virtual PC under
All Programs in the Start menu. The first time you start
Virtual PC, you’ll see another dialog box reminding
you that the software isn’t supported under WinXP

Obtain & Install Virtual PC
To grab your free copy of Virtual PC 2004, head to
www.microsoft.com/windows/virtualpc/default.mspx
and follow the links to the Download page.
If you consult the system requirements page, you may
notice that it states that Virtual PC 2004 will run on

As long as a virtual machine isn’t running or in a saved
state, you can adjust various configuration settings,
including how much memory it will use.

Smart Computing / December 2006

27

WINDOWS TIPS & TRICKS
Virtual PC 2004

Home, but once again, you can safely click OK to make
it go away.

Set Up A Virtual Machine
Virtual PC’s New Virtual Machine Wizard should
start the first time you run the software. If it doesn’t,
click the New button in the Virtual PC Console.
Proceed to the Options dialog box and make sure that
Create A Virtual Machine is selected. Next, you’ll be
prompted to specify a name and location for your VM
file, so give it a descriptive name—the name of the
guest OS is a logical choice—and click Next.
Select which OS you want to use. The drop-down
menu offers a dozen choices, including every version of
Windows from 98 through XP and even MS-DOS. Not
surprisingly, non-Microsoft operating systems aren’t
listed, so if you want to run a version of Linux, for example, choose Other.
The next part of the wizard will suggest how much
RAM to use based on the operating system you selected.
If you want to use more or less than the recommended
amount, click Adjusting The RAM to select an exact
amount. Memory you set aside for a guest OS isn’t available to the rest of the system while the guest is running. .
The final configuration option involves creating a virtual hard drive to go with your virtual machine. Virtual
PC stores the entire contents of a virtual machine within
a single virtual hard drive, or VHD, file. These files start
out small but then expand in size (up to 16GB) as
needed. Specify that you want to use A New Virtual
Hard Disk, and when you click Next, it will automatically fill in the same name (and location) you used earlier for the virtual machine. Click Next and Finish.

Install & Use A Guest OS
To install an OS onto your new virtual machine, put
its CD in your drive and start the virtual machine by
double-clicking it in the Virtual PC Console. The virtual machine probably won’t recognize the CD, so if
you get an error message, click CD from the virtual machine’s menu, select Use Physical Drive D:, and choose
Reset from the Action menu. After you click the Reset
button, the virtual machine will restart and should start
the installation process from the CD. If you’re using an
OS that can’t boot from CD (such as Win98), you can
use a startup floppy by selecting Control Floppy Disk A:
from Virtual PC’s Floppy menu.
To use your keyboard and mouse within a virtual
machine, click anywhere in the VM window to “lock”
the cursor within the VM. You can free it anytime by
pressing CTRL and ALT on the right side of the keyboard (the left side won’t work) at the same time, and
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the VM will keep running even when it’s not controlling your input devices. Because CTRL-ALT-DELETE
is a special keystroke combination in Windows,
pressing it won’t affect the guest OS even if your input
devices are locked to the VM.
When you want to shut down a guest OS (by clicking
the Close button in the upper-right of a VM window or
choosing Close from the Action menu), you can select
Save State, and Virtual PC will record the exact condition of the OS to the hard drive so you can resume it
the next time you start the VM.

Virtual PC Features & Limitations
Virtual PC comes with an optional component
called Virtual Machine Additions, which provides
better integration between guest and host OSes. It lets
you drag and drop files between them and eliminates
the need to lock your input devices to a guest OS before use. Virtual Machine Additions works if your
guest OS is any version of Windows (or DOS),
and you can install it by selecting it from the
Action menu.
When using Virtual PC, keep in mind that it’s designed more for convenience than performance. A VM
gets only a fraction of a system’s overall CPU power and
emulates a very basic graphics adapter, for example. So
You can start and stop
virtual machines from the
Virtual PC Console.
When a VM is running, its
entry will display a mini
screenshot of the OS
running on it.
while a VM-based OS can run most general applications adequately, it’s not the right choice for any software that’s CPU- or graphics-intensive.
Other limitations of Virtual PC are that it won’t recognize USB devices, and you can’t use the forthcoming
Windows Vista as either a host or guest operating
system. Microsoft is scheduled to release a new version
in early 2007 to address these issues, and it, too, will be
available as a free download.
Virtual PC 2004 can be a pretty powerful and handy
tool for running multiple operating systems on a single
PC. We’ve only scratched the surface of what you can do
with the software (you can configure graphics, networking, sound, and more), so be sure to consult the online help for more detailed information. ❙❙
BY JOSEPH

MORAN
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Use The Recovery Console
To Rebuild Windows XP
indows XP ushered in a new era of mainstream reliability, support, and speed for
home and office PC users. Rooted in the
designs that made Windows NT/2000 smashing successes, WinXP has delivered an unprecedented experience to more than 400 million users around the
globe. However, software as complex as WinXP is not
without its own issues, including various load-time or
startup errors. To make matters worse, these errors
often have no identifiable cause, leaving us fumbling to
troubleshoot the symptoms and not the actual disease.
Even the Microsoft Knowledge Base (support.micro
soft.com), the enormous itemized database for help
and support for Microsoft products, rarely offers solutions for issues indicated by error messages such as
the following:

W

Windows could not start because the following file is
missing or corrupt:
\WINDOWS\SYSTEM32\CONFIG\SYSTEM
Windows NT could not start because the below file is
missing or corrupt: C:\WINNT\SYSTEM32\HAL.DLL
NTLDR is Missing
Press any key to restart

level, even if the OS itself can’t be started. To access it,
the WinXP installation CD must be in your computer’s
CD-ROM drive when the computer is first turned on;
your computer will then boot from CD and begin its
installation routine. It is imperative that your computer is set to boot from CD, or this procedure will
fail. (If your computer bypasses the inserted CD and
instead attempts to load WinXP, consult the users
manual for either your PC or your PC’s motherboard
for information on how to configure your PC’s boot
sequence to accommodate a bootable CD.) Keep in
mind that you need an actual WinXP disc; the system
restoration (or similarly named) CD that comes with
some PCs will not do the job.
When the startup procedure begins, you’ll be
greeted by a blue and gray screen that will prompt you
to press F2 to run Automated System Recovery (ASR).
Bypass this option by not striking any key, as this is not
the option you require. When the WinXP installation
routine has finished loading temporary files, the first
screen that appears will present an option to Repair A
Windows XP Installation Using Recovery Console by
pressing the R key. Select this option. At this point, you
will begin accessing and using the Recovery Console to
repair your malfunctioning WinXP installation.

Use The Windows Recovery Console
Adding insult to injury, the WinXP CD-ROM contains no additional information as to how one should
proceed to rectify the situation.
Microsoft was wise enough to implement tools within
WinXP that can easily repair many issues. A series of six
commands within the Windows Recovery Console can
resolve a myriad of issues, provided the problem was not
caused by a virus, spyware, or faulty hardware.

Get To The Windows Recovery Console
The WinXP Windows Recovery Console is a utility
included with the installation CD-ROM. It allows a
user to access the OS (operating system) at a very basic

The Recovery Console itself is a throwback to the
DOS era; as such, it offers very little protection against
mistakes. The console has direct access to the system
directories within your Windows installation, so it is
imperative that you are very careful when issuing commands. Like any sensitive operation, it never hurts to
double-check the accuracy of the command you’ve entered before pressing the ENTER key.
In this particular case, we’re going to use the
Recovery Console to scan for and rebuild corrupt files
or file references in the Windows Registry. At first
glance, the procedure for repairing boot-time WinXP
errors seems complex, but once learned, it’s a simple
task you can perform in a matter of minutes.

Smart Computing / December 2006

29

WINDOWS TIPS & TRICKS
Repair Windows

The first step is to log in to the Windows installation
you wish to repair. This is typically the first (and often
only) one listed, 1: C:\WINDOWS. Unless Windows
was previously installed incorrectly, or you are using
multiple copies of Windows on the same machine,
select your installation by pressing 1 and then enter the
administrator password for your installation of Windows. If, while logging into the Windows installation,

This stage of
the Windows XP
installation
routine allows
access to the
Windows
Recovery Console.

it prompts you for an administrator password, enter
the one you chose when you first configured the installation you’re attempting to repair. This password may
have been entered when you were installing WinXP (as
in the case of a DIY computer) or when you were going
through the final steps of setting up your PC from a
manufacturer such as HP, Compaq, or Dell. If you
don’t remember entering a password and your PC is
from a manufacturer, your brand may be one that
comes with a password preconfigured. Contact your
manufacturer for the default password.

Resurrect WinXP
Before undertaking the following steps, remember to
exercise caution and to double-check your work before
continuing to the next step.

STEP 1:

Move to the root directory. The
first command you must issue in the procedure is a
simple one: Type CD.. and press ENTER to move out
of the C:\WINDOWS directory and into the C: directory. A file we will need to modify resides in the root of
C:, so it makes sense for us to be in that directory, if
only to make entering our commands simpler.

STEP 2:

Change the Boot.ini file’s attributes. Command number two modifies the attributes of
the Boot.ini file that resides in the C: drive of any
Windows NT-based computer. The Boot.ini file is responsible for informing Windows where the OS is
actually installed on your hard drive. In addition
to carrying this location information, this file also
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controls the options WinXP uses to load, including the
enabling of CPU-based buffer overflow protection or
listing a choice of OSes to load. The command necessary to change the Boot.ini file’s attributes is C:\ATTRIB –H –R –S BOOT.INI.
The ATTRIB section of the command refers to the
file’s attributes. A file’s attributes indicate how it is registered within the operating system: The file can be a
hidden file, a read-only file, or a system
file. Hidden files cannot normally be seen,
a read-only file cannot be modified or
deleted, and a system file is explicitly
flagged and protected as an important file
by the OS. In this case, we are disabling all
three of these attributes via the –H –R –S
portion of the command. Changing the
file’s attributes allows us to delete the
Boot.ini file so that a command at the end
of the procedure can be invoked to rebuild
it and any files associated with it. To
change the file’s attributes, type C:\ATTRIB –H –R –S BOOT.INI and press ENTER.

STEP 3:

Delete the Boot.ini file. If the
ATTRIB command is successful, you will be taken back
to a blank C> prompt, with the system awaiting another command. Now that the file’s attributes have
been changed, you can delete the file: Type DEL
BOOT.INI and press ENTER at the C> prompt to remove the file. Removing the Boot.ini file will permit us
to re-create this file later to ensure that it or any file
associated with it was not corrupted.

STEP 4:

Rebuild. The next step is the
most important in the entire sequence: the BOOTCFG
/REBUILD command. When you type BOOTCFG
/REBUILD at the command prompt, the computer will
scan for any existing installations of Windows and, in
addition to re-creating the appropriate Boot.ini file for
your copy of Windows, it will also repair several files
and Registry entries for those files that are common
causes of startup errors. These files include, but are not
limited to, Hal.dll, Ntldr, and Ntoskrnl.exe. Remember
that the Registry is just as important as the files themselves, because it holds all the information about where
those files reside, what other files they interact with,
and what their tasks are as they relate to the day-to-day
Windows operation.
This procedure may take up to 20 minutes, as it
is a complex routine. At its conclusion, you will be
prompted to do three things. First, add the installation
to the boot list by pressing the letter Y and then
pressing ENTER. Second, enter the Load Identifier,
which is merely the official name of the OS installed on
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your PC. If you have a copy of WinXP Home, you
might type Windows XP Home Edition. Ultimately, it
makes no difference what you enter here, as the name
has no affect on the system’s operation, but many users

Here we are logging into Windows, getting to C:, and modifying and
deleting our Boot.ini.

insurance, as it is good to make sure that the hard drive
from which Windows is loading is healthy.

STEP 6:

Rewrite the boot sector. The final
step, executing windows’ FIXBOOT utility, rewrites
the boot sector, an invisible section of your hard
drive configured to tell the computer and the OS
how to interact in order to boot Windows. If you
recall, we re-created the Boot.ini; the Boot.ini references information in the boot sector, and the FIXBOOT command ensures that the Boot.ini is
accessing correct information in that boot sector.
Type FIXBOOT and press ENTER. WinXP will ask
if you wish to write a new boot sector. Press Y for
yes and then press ENTER. Once this final command is completed, the Recovery Console will announce that you’ve successfully written a new boot
sector. At this time, you can exit the Recovery
Console by typing EXIT and pressing ENTER. If
your computer does not automatically restart, go
ahead and manually restart the system by pressing
CTRL-ALT-DELETE.

Test The Repair
At this point, it’s time to reboot your PC and
see if the repair procedure worked. With any
luck, you’ve successfully corrected the errors and
recovered the use of your operating system in
only a few minutes’ time.

Final Precautions
It’s a grand thing that Microsoft included these
tools in the Windows Recovery Console for
Windows XP; users of earlier versions of NTIf all goes according to plan, issuing the BOOTCFG /REBUILD command will
based OSes had to endure a far greater struggle to
look something like this.
achieve the same result. In some ways, it’s too bad
that these commands weren’t made slightly more
feel that it’s aesthetically best to enter the proper identiaccessible to the typical user, but given the risks that
fier. Third, enter the OS Load Options. Every Windows
these commands carry with them, it’s understandable.
Before undertaking this repair process, it’s imperauser should type /fastdetect in this section. Also, if you
tive that you be sure your problem is not caused by a
have a CPU that features AMD’s NX or Intel’s XD
broader software or hardware issue. If in doubt, ask
Buffer Overflow protection technologies, you should
yourself these questions: Had your PC exhibited
enter /noexecute=optin to enable this feature.
strange issues prior to the crash? Or was it otherwise
reasonably normal and spontaneously demonstrated
Check the drive for damage.
these errors after a boot or reboot? If the latter, you’re
When these three stages of the BOOTCFG /REBUILD
probably in a prime position to give this a try. Just recommand are complete, you will be placed at a DOS
member that the Windows Recovery Console gives you
prompt, where you’ll be able to execute the next-to-last
direct access to the contents of the OS, and each comstage of the repair procedure. Type CHKDSK /R to
mand therefore carries some risk with it. ❙❙
thoroughly scour your hard drive for any damage, including bad sectors or a damaged file table, either of
BY ROBERT HALLOCK
which could render files inaccessible. This command is

STEP 5:
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Label Your Discs
Best & Worst Ways To Label CDs & DVDs
ffordable CD and DVD writers have allowed us to store vast amounts of data
quickly and cheaply. Whether it’s tax returns, music collections, home videos, or copies
of the Great American Novel, the average computer user has seized the ability to create
backups, as well as distribute files on CDs and
DVDs. The result is a sea of discs with poorly
written labels that wear out over time, leaving
you to ponder their contents. You don’t need to
succumb to discs with bad labeling. In this article, we’ll guide you through the best (and
worst) options for labeling your discs, whatever
your technical background or budget.
Regardless of the technology used to label
your discs, you’ll need to provide clear information on the labels. The fanciest graphics and
logos won’t do much good without a title and
other information to tell you what’s on the disc
at a glance.

A
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The Contenders
Ballpoint and felt-tip pens. One of the first
labeling techniques involved simply using a
pen to write a description on a disc. Although
this has the advantage of not requiring any
special items or materials, it is usually one of
the least-successful methods. Using a ballpoint
pen can damage a disc’s thin plastic veneer,
leaving the data unreadable. A felt-tip pen
won’t damage the disc, but it may smear, and a
smeared label is almost worse than no label.
We don’t recommend using either pen for labeling discs.
Sharpie permanent marker. The venerable
Sharpie is perfect for writing quick labels on
your discs. The marker won’t damage your disc,
and the ink won’t smear, smudge, or otherwise
disappear. Sharpies come in multiple colors so
you can color-coordinate your discs if you desire. In addition, Sharpies (and other permanent
markers) are far cheaper than using any other
method for labeling your discs. The only limits
are your penmanship.
Adhesive labels. Adhesive paper labels come
in two types: small labels that you affix to a disc
and full-disc labels. Both types of labels can be
conveniently printed using inkjet and laser
printers and then placed on your discs. You can
also use a pen to write directly on the label.
Adhesive labels were initially quite popular
with products such as the CD Stomper (www
.cdstomper.com), making it easy to create attractive labels for music CDs. Using adhesive
paper labels doesn’t require special discs because the label will obscure any existing logos
or graphics from the disc maker. With color
inkjet printers capable of creating impressive
graphics, adhesive paper labels quickly became the de facto standard for quality consumer disc labeling.
Over time, the disadvantages of adhesive labels became readily apparent. The first flaw is
that adhesive labels don’t always adhere for
long. With routine handling, the labels often
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Printing monochromatic images you’ve
created on your PC is easy with Casio’s
CW-100 thermal ink printer.

peel, leaving you with a disc jammed
into your CD/DVD drive.
Another concern is that small adhesive labels (as opposed to the circular, full-coverage labels) can affect
the disc’s balance. Today’s disc drives
spin discs at extremely high rotational
speeds. If your disc is out of balance,
your drive may have trouble reading
it. An out-of-balance disc can also become damaged at these high speeds or
damage your drive. For this reason,
we strongly discourage the use of any
adhesive label that doesn’t fully cover
your disc. In addition, we should
mention that it’s a perceived issue
that the glue on some adhesive labels
has the potential to eventually eat
through a disc’s layers, permanently
damaging the disc.
If you do decide to use handwritten
adhesive labels, be sure to bear in mind
our concerns regarding ballpoint pens.
Write your label before you affix it to
your disc. Also, if you’re using a fullcoverage label, use

one of the many tools (for example,
the CD Stomper) to properly affix the
label, as these tools help center the
label properly on the disc.
Thermal printers. For more
durable labels, thermal printers offer an affordable alternative to adhesive labels. Thermal printers melt
ink from a ribbon onto a disc’s surface. The result is a long-lasting, attractive label.
Thermal printers are available from
manufacturers such as TEAC (www
.teac.com), Primera (www.primera
.com), and Casio (www.casio.com)
with prices from $99 to $139. Ink
ribbons range from $20 to $30. Most
consumer thermal printers are monochromatic, so you’ll need to purchase a ribbon for each color you
wish to print.
Thermal printers won’t print across
your entire disc. Most print in four
areas, and although many claim to
print GIF (Graphics Interchange
Format) and JPEG (Joint Photographic Experts Group) image files,
they’re more suited for printing text
or clip art than for printing photos of
your kids. Because thermal printers
use a unique section of the ribbon for
each print, there’s no degradation
over time.
There are two types of thermal ink
disc printers. The first attaches directly to your PC via a USB cable, and
you design the graphics and text on
your PC’s monitor. The second type
is a standalone printer that uses a
miniature keyboard to enter the text
you wish to print.
Thermal ink labels are very durable, although they can be scraped
off a disc if it’s mishandled. In
our printer comparison tests (see
our “Printer Shootout” sidebar), we
found it possible to smudge the
printing if we applied a significant
amount of pressure. For everyday use,

Primera’s Signature Z1 is an easy-to-use
thermal ink printer capable of printing on four
sections of your discs.

though, thermal ink labels should
stand up to most environments.
For the best print quality, you can
purchase discs specifically designed
for thermal printing. These discs lack
any manufacturer graphics that might
clutter your disc and provide a surface that improves the ink’s adherence. Before printing your discs,
you’ll want to make sure the surface
of the disc is free of any dust; this will
improve the clarity of the text and images you print. Most thermal ink
printers print text and graphics at
200dpi (dots per inch).
LightScribe writers. Initially introduced by HP in 2004, LightScribe
is a technology that allows you to
create graphics and text directly on
your disc using your computer’s CD
or DVD writer. LightScribe works
by using your disc writer’s laser
to activate a special reactive dye on
the disc.
Many CD/DVD writers now include LightScribe technology, but
you’ll need to use special LightScribe compatible discs that cost
slightly more than regular blank CDs
and DVDs.
LightScribe has silkscreen-quality
resolution but is currently limited to
grayscale printing. And, printing
your graphics and text with LightScribe can be a tedious process. It’s
not unusual for a complex image to
take over 30 minutes to “etch” onto
your disc, although simple text is
much faster to create.
Inkjet printers. Many of today’s
inkjet printers include the ability to
print directly onto your CDs and
DVDs. In addition to eliminating the
need for a separate single-purpose
printer with its unique ink and ribbon
requirements, using an inkjet printer
offers you the best print quality for
your discs short of using a commercial printing service.
Inkjet printers label your discs by
spraying a fine stream of microscopic
ink particles onto the disc’s surface.
Unlike thermal ink printers, you’re
not limited to monochromatic designs
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and text. You can use full-color
graphics and text to make your discs a
reflection of their content, and the
label is durable. You can still damage a
disc’s printed surface by scraping
or abrading the printed label, but
this holds true for all of the methods
we’ve discussed.
For best-quality printing, you’ll
want to use inkjet-ready blank discs.
These discs have a special surface
that does a better job of bonding
with the ink. You’ll pay a slight premium for these discs over traditional
media, but you can also print on
noninkjet discs, as well. Printing
with an inkjet system is relatively

Casio’s CW-K85 is a standalone thermal
ink printer that can also connect to
your PC via USB.

quick, taking only a minute or so to print full-color
graphics.

Label That Disc
With the myriad options for labeling your discs, there’s no reason
to have a pile of unmarked discs
lying around. Whether you use the
humble Sharpie to write a terse title
or create an elaborate cover printed

with an inkjet system, your discs can
be both beautiful and organized with
minimal cost and effort. ❙❙
BY

CHRIS JACKSON

Printer Shootout

W

e decided to put three
of the leading disc labeling printers to the test to
help you select the best option for your disc printing
needs. This roundup includes
TEAC’s P11 Thermal Disc
Printer, Epson’s Stylus Photo
R200, and Primera’s
Signature Z1.
TEAC P11 Thermal Disc
Printer. TEAC’s Thermal Disc
Printer (www.teac.com) retails for $129, and ink cartridges are $24.99 each. It
includes a black cartridge,
but you’ll need to purchase
the three additional cartridges if you intend to print
in red, green, or blue.
Setting up the Thermal
Disc Printer was easy: Plug its
power adapter in, connect its
USB cable, and install the
bundled software. Inserting
the ink cartridge can be a bit
difficult if you have large
hands, but it’s far easier compared to many traditional
printers we’ve evaluated.
We were disappointed
that we could only print in
four disc quadrants, limiting
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the size of graphics we could
use. However, the quality of
the text and images (albeit
monochromatic) was quite
good. Swapping out cartridges for different colors
can be tedious, but we expect most users will simply
print using the bundled
black cartridge.
Epson Stylus Photo R260.
Epson’s R260 ($129.99; www
.epson.com), capable of
printing directly onto your
discs, was a pleasant surprise.
The R260 prints luscious images onto your CDs and
DVDs without breaking the
bank. The R260 uses a sixcartridge system, and cartridges retail for $14.24
through Epson’s online store.
The CD Print software
bundled with the R260 won’t
win any awards for elaborate
features, but it does perform
adequately. Where the R260
really shines is in the quality
of its prints. CDs printed with
full-color graphics were vibrant, and even using noninkjet-printable CDs resulted
in acceptable quality. We did

notice that these discs experienced smudging with routine
handling, so we’d recommend using inkjet-printable
discs whenever possible.
Setting up the R260 was
straightforward; connect its
power cable, plug in its USB
cable, and install the CD
Print software. Many printer
manufacturers don’t include
a USB cable with their
printers, so be sure to budget
$10 or so for a cable if you
are considering purchasing a
printer such as the R260.
Primera Signature Z1.
Primera (www.primera.com)
is well-known for its commercial-grade disc duplicators and printers. With the
Z1, Primera extended this expertise into the home computer realm. Retailing at
$139.95, the Z1 is moderately
priced for a dedicated
thermal ink printer.
When we received our Z1,
we noticed that it’s almost
identical to TEAC’s Thermal
Disc Printer. Built by the
same vendor, the Z1 differs
only in color and in the

bundled software. Cartridges
are $19.95, so the higher unit
cost of the Z1 compared to
the TEAC is offset by more
affordable cartridges.
On the performance end,
we noticed no significant differences between the Z1 and
the TEAC printer. Both
create crisp monochromatic
text and graphics, though
after seeing the results of
Epson’s R260, accepting the
limitations of thermal ink
printers was difficult.
Our Recommendation
If you want your discs’ labels to really shine, we recommend the Epson Stylus
Photo R260 as the best option. Not only is it the same
price as the other two
printers we evaluated, but it
also printed better-quality
graphics and it’s not limited
to only printing discs.
Although we only evaluated
its disc printing, Epson has an
excellent reputation for
photo printers, and we can’t
justify spending money on a
single-purpose device. ❙
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READERS’ TIPS
Regardless of their level
of experience, our
readers constantly
come across fast, easy
ways to accomplish a
task (or avoid a
problem), and they're
eager to share with the
rest of us. This page is
our chance to share
some of their great
ideas with the rest
of you.
If you’ve run across a
way to solve or avoid a
problem, fix a malfunctioning piece of software or hardware, or
accomplish a computer-related task, let
us (and other Smart
Computing readers)
know about it! Email
your tip to readerstips
@smartcomputing.com.
Please limit your tips to
200 words or fewer.
Tips may be edited for
length and clarity.

Helpful Advice & Solutions
From Our Readers
Problems With Email Links?
I used Firefox as my main browser for a while.
When I removed it, I discovered that if I tried to
click a link in Outlook Express, the link would not
work. I went into Control Panel, Network And
Internet Connections, and Internet Options. On
the Programs tab, I checked the Microsoft
Explorer Should Check To See Whether It Is The
Default Browser checkbox. I then did a restart and
found that my Outlook Express links to Web sites
now worked. (This also made Microsoft’s site my
home page, but I changed that afterward.)
JOHN D., SUN CITY, ARIZ.

Install Only The Updates You Really Need
Have you ever wondered what all those Microsoft
updates are doing to your computer? There is a
site that explains what each update does and tells
you what the risks are if you install it.
First, disable Microsoft Update. (See your operating system Help files and www.theeldergeek
.com/disable_automatic_update.htm for info on
how to do so and set Microsoft Update to Manual.)
Then, before checking for updates, go to
www.askwoody.com/viewpatch.php and
note the specific patches and updates you
wish to install.
When you’re ready to install the updates, Windows XP users can go to Start,
All Programs, and Windows Update. For
Windows 2000, go to Start and Windows
Update. Click the Express button for critical updates and install the ones that you
noted are safe to download. My recommendation is not to download noncritical updates
unless you have a specific reason for doing so.
RICHARD B., DALLAS, TEXAS

Bypassing The WinXP Security Dialog
The October issue of Smart Computing tells
readers to use CTRL-ALT-DELETE to open
Windows Task Manager in XP. That works most

of the time, but if you’re a member of a domain
(common on a work network, for example), that
key sequence brings up a security dialog box first.
To bypass that and go directly to the Task
Manager, press CTRL-SHIFT-ESC instead.
DANIEL L., MOCKSVILLE, N.C.

Sound Card Swap Solves Media-Related Errors
MCI (Media Control Interface) errors are fairly
common in Windows XP and Windows 2000. In
my case, I was running a new install of Win2K and
my machine just refused to shut down. Microsoft
says this (and related errors) are “media-related,”
but the company has no specific fix. I simply installed a different sound card and presto—errors
gone! It may be that the type of card that causes
(and corrects) the error can differ from one BIOS
to another, so you may have to experiment; in my
case, I replaced my existing sound card with a
Sound Blaster 16, which solved the problem.
LARRY S., CALGARY, ALBERTA, CA

Use Your Keyboard
Last month you told readers how to highlight
text in Word documents using a mouse. That's
fine, but if the user were using keystrokes rather
than the mouse, he wouldn't run into the
problem in the first place—and would have a
much easier time editing a document. I'd recommend using the arrow keys to move around in a
document. Combined with the CTRL key, the
arrow keys will move you up or down one paragraph at a time, or forward or backward one
word at a time. Combined with the SHIFT key, the
arrow keys will highlight one letter or one line at a
time. Using the SHIFT-CTRL keys in combination
with the arrow keys, you can highlight an entire
paragraph or one word at a time. It's much easier
to control editing using these keys instead of the
mouse, plus it's more accurate.
KAREN B., LOUDON, TENN.
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Multiple
Computers,
One Printer
Print Servers Expand
Your Printing Options
aving multiple computers in
the house is supposed to
make everyone’s life easier,
but sharing a printer between all the
computers can be a real pain. Even if
you have a home network and share
the printer through one of the networked computers, the computer attached to the printer must be turned
on before any of the other computers
on the network can access that
printer, and that is often a hassle.
One solution is to set up a print
server. These devices attach to the
network using either an Ethernet
cable or a wireless connection. Once
you attach the printer to the print
server, any computer connected to
your network can use the printer
without requiring any particular PC
to be turned on. Setting up a print
server requires a lot of hardware and
it isn’t cheap, but the dual benefits of
easy printer sharing and the ability to
position the printer nearly anywhere
in the house (if a wireless connection
is used) are definitely worth the time
and money.

H

Gather Your Hardware
First, you need a home network to
get any use out of a print server, and
an 802.11g or 802.11a wireless network
is your best bet. We recommend
802.11g for home network users because it supports very fast wireless data
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transfer rates and offers backward compatibility for older, slower,
and less expensive 802.11b devices.
You’ll need an 802.11g router, for example, the D-Link DI-624 Wireless
Router ($69.99; www.dlink.com). An
802.11g router is sometimes called an
Internet access point or a gateway and
is used to share your Internet connection among multiple PCs. You’ll also
need 802.11g adapters or bridges for
all of the hardware you want to network wirelessly (check the documentation closely to see if a product requires
an adapter or a bridge, as they are
completely different types of products). Networked devices that are
located close to the router can directly connect to it using inexpensive
Ethernet cables, so consider buying
some of those, as well.
Once your home network is up and
running, you can purchase a print
server. Most print servers sold today
work either wirelessly or through a
wired Ethernet connection that attaches directly to one of the router
jacks. If you wish to use a wireless
model, be sure it uses a wireless standard supported by your wireless router
(802.11g, 802.11a, and 802.11b are the
most common home networking standards). Most consumer-level print
servers only work with printers that
use a USB 1.1 or 2.0 interface, although some also include an Ethernet
input port to work with network-ready

printers and/or a parallel port
to accommodate legacy
printers. Check the printer’s manual to find out
what interface it uses before shopping for a print
server, and if you need to
share multiple printers
across the network, be
sure the print server has
enough input ports to
handle all of them.
When purchasing network gear, it’s a good
idea to buy it all from the
same hardware manufacturer so you can call a
single number if you need to
troubleshoot. Also, most wireless network hardware uses proprietary
speed-boosting technology that only
works with products that also support
that technology and come from the
same manufacturer, so mixing and
matching hardware can lead to dramatically reduced data transfer speeds.
Finally, before committing to a
particular print server, check the
manufacturer’s Web site for potential
compatibility problems with your
printer (or printers). For example,
some print servers will not fully function when attached to multifunction
devices that combine a printer,
scanner, fax machine, or other devices
into a single unit. Usually, when connected to a multifunction device,
a print server will work with the
printing capabilities of the device but
not for scanning and faxing functions.

Print Server Setup
The process of setting up a print
server is similar for all print server
brands and types. So, in our example,
the steps we’re providing to install
and configure a Linksys WPS54G
Wireless-G PrintServer ($77 to $100;
www.linksys.com) should apply to
nearly any other wireless print server.
This particular model is compatible
with 802.11g and 802.11b wireless
routers, works with most USB 1.1 or
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2.0 printers, and does not support
multifunction printers. We used it to
connect a Canon i960 photo printer
to an 802.11g network.
To begin, insert the print server’s included installation CD into the CD or
DVD drive of a computer attached to
your network and follow the prompts.
If the Setup Wizard does not appear
automatically at the start of the installation, go to My Computer, doubleclick the icon for the CD or DVD drive
where the installation CD is located,
and double-click SetupWizard.exe.
The WPS54G must be configured
before any PCs can use it. Unplug the
printer, make sure the power is not
connected to the print server, click the
Set Up PrintServer button, and follow
the instructions, clicking Next after
completing each step. Note that for
this initial configuration you’ll need to
connect the print server to the router
using the included Ethernet cable,
even if you ultimately plan to use the
print server in wireless mode. Don’t
connect it to a port labeled WAN
(wide-area network) or Uplink.
In Step 7 of the configuration instructions, the print server’s name
(which is usually printed on a sticker
on the back of the device) should appear in a Server Name list. If it
doesn’t, click the Refresh List button.
If that doesn’t work, unplug the power
cord from the back of the router, wait
10 seconds, plug in the power cord
again, and click Refresh List. Don’t
press the router’s Reset button, as
doing so resets the device to the factory state and deletes all of your security and other settings.
When the name appears on the list,
highlight it and click Next. Type admin
at the Password screen, click Next, and
change the print server’s name if you’d
like. You also need to enter the workgroup name your network uses in the
Workgroup Name field. (If you don’t
know what the workgroup name is, in
Windows XP click Start, right-click My
Computer, click Properties, select the
Computer Name tab, and look for the
Workgroup entry.) Next, look in the

Attached USB Printer field to make
To make the print server operate
sure the printer’s name is listed corin wireless mode, unplug it, click
rectly and then click Next.
Next, unplug the Ethernet cable
If your router is set up to assign IP
from the print server and the router,
(Internet Protocol) addresses autoclick Next, and plug the print server
matically, and most are, then select
back in before clicking Next again.
the Automatically Obtain An IP
Click Next, and the print server is
Address (DHCP) radio button and
now set up wirelessly.
click Next. If you must manually
assign these values, select the Set
Configure The Computers
IP Configuration Manually radio
Now, you must configure your netbutton and enter the IP Address,
worked computers to use the atSubnet Mask, and Gateway values
tached printer. To do this you
in the appropriate fields before
must insert the print server
clicking Next.
installation CD in each comChange the password, click Next,
and if you plan to use a
wired Ethernet connecThe Linksys WPS54G print server works wirelessly
tion with the router,
or with a wireless network connection and supports
click Next again. If you
one USB printer.
want to use a wireless
connection, you will
need to enter the SSID
(Service Set Identifier) you established
when configuring
your router’s security settings (assuming they are
puter attachenabled). If you
ed to your network
don’t remember the
and run the Setup WizSSID, you’ll need to refer to
ard as you did previously, but
the router’s manual for the instrucclick the Set Up Computer button intions on how to configure it, as you
stead of the Set Up PrintServer button.
should be able to use your Web
Follow the prompts, and when the
browser to access the router and see
setup is complete, click Finish.
the SSID. Leave the Channel set to
When the Select PrintServer screen
Auto, unless your router is set to a parappears, highlight the name of the
ticular wireless channel, and leave the
printer, and click Next (if the name
Network Type in Infrastructure mode,
doesn’t appear select the Disable
unless the router is configured to opFirewall checkbox and click the Refresh
erate in Ad-Hoc mode. Click Next
button). If the printer driver is already
when you are finished.
installed, click Next. Otherwise, use the
If your router has WEP (Wired
driver CD that came with the printer or
Equivalency Protocol) enabled (and
a driver downloaded from the manuit should for security reasons),
facturer’s Web site to install the printer
use the drop-down list to choose
on the computer and then click Next.
the type of WEP the router uses
Repeat this process for all of the comand enter the WEP password you
puters attached to your network and
established when configuring your
enjoy hassle-free printing from anyrouter. Click Next, review the New
where in the house. ❙❙
Settings list to make sure everything
looks OK, and click Next to comBY TRACY BAKER
plete the configuration.
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Learning
Linux
That Ubuntu That You Do
ast month, I put my arm around
you, patted you on the shoulder,
and assured you, “It’s OK to like
Linux. I might question your sanity if
you love Linux, but liking Linux is perfectly socially acceptable.”
Alright, I’ll admit that the whole
“socially acceptable” bit might be a
slight exaggeration, but imagine your
friends’ envy when you show off your
spectacular new Linux PC. You will
surely amaze and baffle them when
you surf the Internet without Internet
Explorer, check your email without
Outlook Express, and create a spreadsheet without Excel. Of course, you
can do all of this on a Windows-based
PC, but the experience (for me at
least) is indescribably different with
Linux. Without Windows XP looming over my head, personal computing seems fresher and unique.
Although I chose to download
Ubuntu (yes, I’m aware of the irony of
using a Windows-based PC to acquire
Linux), the distribution I chose last
month, that’s only one method of obtaining the OS. If dining on free samples at the local supermarket is your
cup of tea, downloading and burning
your own installation discs is the
cheapest route. On the other hand,
someone who prefers cuisine of the
five-star variety will be pleased to know
that you can actually pay for Linux!
Shelling out cash for a free OS
seems a little counterintuitive, but it
makes sense in certain situations. It’s
a subject I’ll try to explore in a future
column, but for now, holster your
credit card and prepare to board the
Ubuntu Express.

L
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I started by opening a Web browser
(yes, a Windows-based Web browser)
with an active Internet connection and
going to Ubuntu’s home page (www
.ubuntu.com). I clicked the Download
link in the right column near the top of
the home page. On the next page, I
clicked the first United States link,
which led me to a download site where
I could download the Ubuntu Desktop
CD (also called a Live CD).
There are three versions of the
Ubuntu Desktop CD, but I only had
to chose between two—PC (Intel x86)
or 64-bit PC (AMD64). Don’t let the
names fool you. Either version will
work with Intel or AMD processors;
the biggest difference is whether your
processor can handle 64-bit processing. If your processor is in AMD’s
Athlon64 family or has Intel’s EM64T
technology, go with the 64-bit PC version. Otherwise, choose the PC (Intel
x86) version. Because I’m using an
Athlon 64 processor, I clicked the 64bit PC (AMD64) Desktop CD link.
In the dialog box that opened, I
clicked Save and saved the image to

Say hello to Firefox and open-source
Web browsing.

my Desktop. You can save the file
anywhere on your system, but remember where you save it; you’ll
eventually have to find the file and
then burn it to a CD. Normally,
WinXP’s built-in CD Writing Wizard
will burn a data CD without breaking
a sweat, but for this, you’ll need software that can properly record an ISO
file to a CD. Without this, WinXP’s
CD Writing Wizard will do little more
than burn an attractive coaster for
your favorite coffee cup.
Fortunately, the appropriately titled
ISO Recorder is available as a free
download. I pointed my browser toward isorecorder.alexfeinman.com
/isorecorder.htm and clicked the
ISORecorder V2 – For Windows XP
SP2 and Windows 2003 link. I clicked
Here Is The Current Build and then
Run. Although WinXP could not verify
the publisher, I clicked Run again and
followed the ISO Recorder Setup Wizard’s steps.
After I installed the ISO Recorder, I
right-clicked the image file and clicked
Copy Image To CD. I completed the
CD Recording Wizard’s (different from
WinXP’s CD Writing Wizard).
Now this is where the Ubuntu Desktop CD is cool. When I restarted my
computer with the freshly created CD
reinserted in my optical drive, I loaded
Ubuntu for a test drive without actually installing it. It’s a slick way to
tinker with Linux without committing
to a complete installation. I selected
Start Or Install Ubuntu and pressed
ENTER. Once Ubuntu loaded from
the CD, I could use its bundled programs, such as Mozilla Firefox, a popular open-source Web browser, and
OpenOffice.org Word Processor,
Linux’s answer to Microsoft Word.
Feel free to poke around Ubuntu
this way and try the applications it offers. There’s no commitment to buy;
you can cancel at any time. And tune
in next month, when I give Ubuntu a
permanent home on my PC and guide
you through some of its programs. ❙❙
BY

VINCE COGLEY
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Next Month
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ust as savvy tourists don’t traverse the
streets of a foreign city expecting locals to
speak their language, well-traveled netizens
don’t enter the world of instant messaging without knowing a bit of the language.
If you’re a stranger to instant messaging, you
might be asking yourself how this even applies
to you. Well, folks, instant messaging isn’t solely
for 13-year-old girls pining over their adolescent
crushes anymore. More and more users of all
ages are finding instant messaging to be a good
(and free) way to keep in touch with friends and
family—in real time, no less. And even if you’d
rather leave the conversing to the telephone (or
the front porch, for that matter), it’s a good idea
to be knowledgeable about the lingo of instant
messaging, especially if you have children or
grandchildren. It’s no secret that the Internet is
not always the safest place, and being able to decipher what the younger generation is discussing
can help you keep it safe. The shorthand that
fills IMs (instant messages) and chat rooms can
stump parents, and it’s not unthinkable that
children might try to take advantage of their
parents’ lack of education in this arena to pull a
few fast ones.
To the uninitiated, the combinations of letters, numbers,
and symbols, sometimes
referred to as leet,
might seem like hieroglyphics. But as
with many other
foreign languages,
it’s pretty simple once you get
your feet wet.

J

Origin Of Species
Think of leet as
a modification of
the English language.
When the Internet was in

its infancy, bulletin boards and chat rooms were
popular ways of conveying information. Because
connection speeds were slow, especially compared to today’s high-speed standards, leet was
derived to truncate messages so they could be
posted more quickly. Other theories of its origins include that users were poor and/or inexperienced typists and that these coded messages
would keep unsavory types out of the “in”
crowd. Furthermore, as connection speeds increased and these methods of communications
garnered larger followings, there came a point
when only the diehards were in the know. (Note
that “leet” is actually short for “elite,” which
these early users most certainly felt they were.)
Nowadays, this shorthand has made its stamp in
IMs and chat rooms. And it still leaves many—
often parents—in the dark.

The Rain In Spain Stays Mainly On The Plain
Although leet can make quick work of a long
story, not everyone is completely onboard.
Studies released this fall indicate that English
teachers and general fans of proper use of the
English language fear that all of this shorthand
could leave us with a generation of Eliza
Doolittles. Many IM habitués are so immersed
in this form of communication that they’ve
lost—or worse yet, haven’t developed—a proper
grasp of language. A résumé and application
essay dotted with b/c, btw, and thx comes off as
unprofessional at best. Without this background
in the finer points of grammar, there is concern
that these people (generally young students) will
have a tough time getting accepted to a college
and succeeding in the workplace.

Knowledge Is Power
The charts that follow will give you a solid
background in common IM terminology. But
don’t let that be the end of your IM education.
The best way to learn and fully understand
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Chat Rooms & Instant Messaging

anything is to jump in with both feet.
There are many good instant messaging applications available, most of
which you can download free. Google
Talk (www.google.com/talk), Yahoo!
Messenger (messenger.yahoo.com),
and Windows Live Messenger (get.live
.com) are all good options. Subscribers
can read a head-to-head review of these

apps and others from our October
2006 issue at www.smartcomputing
.com/IMClients. Before choosing one,
however, ask your friends to see which
is most popular among your circle.
Many of these applications will only let
you converse with users of the same
software. As aforementioned, parents
ought to have a vested interest in

Common IM Lingo
The following is fairly common language you’ll find associated with
instant messengers and chat rooms. We’ll stick with some of the
cleaner, family-friendly stuff. If you run across something you’re not
familiar with, a quick Google search ought to clear things up.
aaf
afaik
afc
afk
aiamu
adn
aoas
ayt
b/f
b4
bbfn
bbl
brb
btdt
btw
c4n
cnp
c-p

as a friend
as far as I know
away from computer
away from keyboard
and I’m a monkey’s uncle
any day now
all of a sudden
are you there
boyfriend
before
bye-bye for now
be back later
be right back
been there, done that
by the way
ciao for now
continued in the next post
sleepy

csl
ctc
cul8r
cym
dgt
diku
drib
eg
em
emi
eod
eot
f00
fofl
ftr
fwiw
fya
g/f

can’t stop laughing
care to chat?
see you later
check your mail
don’t go there
do I know you?
don’t read if busy
evil grin
excuse me
excuse my ignorance
end of discussion
end of thread
fool
falling on floor laughing
for the record
for what it’s worth
for your amusement
girlfriend

gal
gas
gj
gl
gm
gmta
gtg
h/p
hak
hig
hth
id10t
idk
imho
ioh
j/c
j/k
j00
kewl
kit
l8r
lol
lyl
n00b
nbd
nm

becoming familiar with cryptic messages floating around IMs and chat
rooms: It’ll help keep your kids and
their friends safe while they’re online.
And armed with this new vocabulary,
you can log in and chat with your kids
on their terms. ❙❙

get a life
got a second?
good job
good luck
good morning
great minds think alike
got to go
hold please
hugs and kisses
how’s it going?
hope that helps
idiot
I don’t know
in my humble opinion
I’m outta here
just checking
just kidding
you
cool
keep in touch
later
laughing out loud
love you lots
newbie
no big deal
never mind

For Parents Only
Most of what could fall into this category we probably shouldn’t print, so again, if you need further help deciphering something, a quick online search will help you out. And even though
you’ve heard it a thousand times, keep tabs on your kids’ online habits. Even if the computer is
located in a shared room of the house, be familiar with whom your kids are chatting and don’t
be afraid to ask how each person ended up on their buddy lists.
asl
dui
dwi
f2f
gap

age/sex/location
driving under the influence
driving while intoxicated
face to face
got a pic?
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gypo
h/w
hbib
ipn
kpc

get your pants off
homework
hot but inappropriate boy
I’m posting naked
keeping parents clueless

ldr
lkitr
lmirl
morf
nifoc

long distance relationship
little kid in the room
let’s meet in real life
male or female
naked in front of computer

BY SALLY

noyb
np
omg
ooo
ph33r
poof
rbtl
rl
rofl
ruok
sot
sup
tfx
thx
tic
tmi
ttfn
tts
ttyl
ty
wtmi
w00t
ygbk
yw
yyssw

MAREK CURRAN

none of your business
no problem
oh my gosh
out of office
fear
bye
read between the lines
real life
rolling on the floor laughing
are you OK
short on time
what’s up?
traffic
thanks
tongue in cheek
too much information
ta ta for now
text to speech
talk to you later
thank you
way too much information
yay
you gotta be kidding
you’re welcome
yeah yeah sure sure
whatever

oll
online love
p911 an alert that parents
are watching
pal
parents are listening
paw parents are watching
pir
parent in room
pm personal/private message
pos parent over shoulder
pr0n porn
rl
real life
tdtm talk dirty to me
w4r3z pirated/illegal software
wtgp want to go private?
wycm will you call me?

PLUGGED IN

WEB TIPS
Get To Know
Your Neighbors
Problem: I hear a lot about
social networking, but
haven’t found a site that’s
right for me.
Solution: Social networking
has exploded on the
Internet, with the rise
of popular sites such as
Friendster (www.friend
ster.com), LinkedIn
(www.linkedin.com),
and of course, MySpace
(www.myspace.com). If
you’re not looking for a job
or a date and would rather
get in touch with your real
geographic community,
visit I-Neighbors (www
.i-neighbors.org). Many
places have groups that are
broken down into subsets
of ZIP codes, even though
a lot of these online neighborhoods only have a few
members. It’s a great way to

Enhance Your Time Online

keep track, and make others
aware, of local issues important to you. There’s even a
free service that lets you directly communicate with
local government officials.

Canine Companionship
& Feline Friends
Problem: I just adopted a
pet, and I was hoping to
connect with other pet
owners.
Solution: Social networking has gone to the
dogs . . . and the cats, too.
Finding a group of likeminded pet lovers is now
as easy as going to Dogster
(www.dogster.com) and
Catster (www.catster
.com). These pet destinations are like MySpace for
your four-legged friends.
Forums, groups, classifieds, and blogs fill out the
features. Even if you only

This site for pet lovers is the cat’s meow.
go for the extremely cute
pictures of the furry ones,
you’re in for a treat.

Guestbook That’s A Dream
Problem: I’m building a
wedding Web site for our
big day, and I was hoping
to have an online guestbook where friends and
family can post their well
wishes. Is this difficult, and
will it cost me a lot?
Solution: Free guestbook
services are very common,
but almost all of them
serve up ads on your page
in exchange for not
charging a fee. It’s possible (though not extremely likely) that these
ads may have adult content. You’ll know you’re
moderately safe if the
service uses Google’s
AdSense (Google doesn’t
allow those nasty ads).
Check out Dreambook
(www.dreambook.com).
This service also serves up
an ad, but it’s a fairly innocuous one promoting
its hosting service.

Point. Click. Eat.

If the kitchen is your favorite room in the house, this might become your
favorite site on the Web.

Problem: Is there a secret
corner of the Internet
where I can buy lots of
unique eats and indulge
my food fanaticism?
Solution: You can Google
your favorite foodstuff, but

make a stop at Food411
(www.food411.com) instead. The food-site portal
is handpicked by an editorial staff, so you know
you’re not getting sites
that simply paid for a high
listing. If you scroll down
to the bottom of the home
page, you can find the
most recent additions to
the site.

What’s Your Real Age?
Problem: People tell me I
look much younger than
I am, but is this just skin
deep?
Solution: Concerned
about your health? There
are a lot of sites that feature quizzes and calculators that attempt to tell
you how fit you are. An
interesting one is the
RealAge Test (www.real
age.com). It’s a long (OK,
very long) series of questions about your current
health and lifestyle, at the
end of which you’ll be
given an adjusted age that
will show you’re either
living young or heading
over the hill too quickly. A
word of caution: This site
requires registration and
will at times during the
test ask if you want additional info emailed to you.
Answer no if you don’t
want the extra email. ❙❙
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Shop In Your
Slippers
BBQ Sauce Of The Month.com
www.bbqsauceofthemonth.com

Do you know someone whose eyes
glaze over at the mention of barbecue
ribs? If so, then we’ve found the perfect gift for your rib fanatic: monthly
barbecue sauces. This site also offers
some mouth-watering BBQ gift packs,
but it’s those monthly deliveries that
caught our attention. You have plenty
of options, including the Healthful Grilling Club, which features
salt- and sugar-free grilling rubs and
reduced-carbohydrate BBQ sauces.
The monthly sauce deal includes either two new sauces or a new sauce
paired with a new grilling rub each
month. You can choose from three-,
six-, or 12-month plans, or you can
simply pay for the sauce deliveries per
month indefinitely, in which case we’d
like to be your lifelong friends.

Despair.com
www.despair.com

If you’re looking for a gift for
someone who has a twisted sense of
humor, this is the place to shop.
Despair.com’s products have sardonic
phrases that will evoke laughs from
the same people who enjoy snappy
bumper stickers. The site is as funny
as its products: You’ll find a Disservice section that proclaims, “We’re
not satisfied until you’re not satisfied.” Be sure to check out the Demotivators, which are products that
poke fun at motivational phrases.

Etsy
www.etsy.com

Handmade gifts show you care, but
they may also show poor craftsmanship. If your lack of talent overshadows
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the good charm of
your handmade gifts,
consider giving your recipient someone else’s handmade item.
Etsy is an online store that lets the
craftier among us sell their handmade
wares. Because so many people sell
their items on this site, you’re bound
to discover gifts for even your hard-toshop-for friends and family. You’ll
find stained glass ornaments, aprons,
coffee mugs, earrings, and other neat
items in this massive online store. If
your recipient has pets, check out the
great handmade pet treats, such as the
computer-themed iCat catnip toy.

myShape
myshape.com

It doesn’t hurt to do a little shopping
for yourself during the holidays, so if
you’ve been thinking about getting a
new dress, check out this online shopping treat. At this site, you’ll be asked a
variety of questions about your body
shape (myShape will ship you a free
tape measure if you don’t have one
handy). myShape then suggests styles
that suit your body. By the time you
read this, the site will also have a store
that sells clothes and will help you find
clothing in its store that fits you, rather
than a mannequin. Check out the site’s
Style Spa to read about customers who
have found clothing that fits.

Sleepyheads.com
www.sleepyheads.com

If you’re the family member who
sends everyone pajamas for the holidays (and suffers “A Christmas Story”related jokes), it’s time to check out the
site that will make you the coolest pajama-giver ever. This store revels in fun

bedtime sleepwear. You’ll find flannel
PJs that would be very dignified if they
didn’t have puppies all over them, as
well as brightly colored robes and
slippers. Be sure to browse the Frankie & Johnny collections and the
Newest, Hippest Jammies section. Sleepyheads.com has
gift packaging that is as happening as its PJs.

Wisconsinmade.com
www.wisconsinmade.com

Few gifts make a recipient’s eyes
light up the way cheese does (especially if the recipient is a rodent). If
your friend or family member is a real
cheese connoisseur, surprise her with
cheese from Wisconsinmade.com’s
catalog. The site offers a ton of gift
baskets and boxes that contain meats,
cheeses, chocolates, and desserts, and
it can ship the items directly to your
recipient. Shop for gift baskets by
food type or holiday, or you can
choose one of the more specific categories, such as Corporate Gift Baskets.
Don’t overlook the particularly fun
You Sleigh Me Snack Gift. If you’re
not sure what cheese to get, put the
decision-making burden on the recipient by giving them a gift card to
Wisconsinmade.com.

Zafu.com
www.zafu.com

More people are shopping online
than ever, and many are encountering
a problem that you won’t face when
you walk into a clothing store: You
can’t try on the clothes. It’s tough to
buy clothing when you’re not sure it
will fit. Jeans are particularly tricky
purchases, so some bright entrepreneurs with experience in fitting
clothing created a massive database of
jeans measurements. They even tested
fitting the jeans on real women to
help them recommend the right
brand-specific jean sizes for you. You
can use this free service without creating a user account (although you
may want to sign up to save your size
recommendations).

PLUGGED IN
Find It Online

That’s

News
To You
Finding the appropriate Usenet discussion
group to match your interests can be a
monumental task. So each month, we
scour tens of thousands of newsgroups
and highlight ones that delve into popular topics. If your ISP (Internet service
provider) doesn’t carry these groups, ask it
to add the groups to its list. This month,
we’re making some holiday treats.

alt.cooking
The holiday season brings plenty of
big meals with it. If you’re in charge
of one of these feasts and can’t find
the right recipe, talk to the friendly
users here.

rec.crafts.misc
Crafts make great gifts, but some require hard-to-find materials and
most demand a ton of effort. Users
here help each other locate elusive
items and share advice.

rec.food.baking
If you’ve tried to bake a cake, you
probably have a deep respect for
expert bakers. Baking isn’t easy—
even Bravo’s “Top Chef” contenders
feared baked desserts. Commiserate
with, er, encourage your fellow
holiday bakers in this group.

Share

The

Wares

Some of the best apples in the online orchard are the free (or free to try)
programs available for download. Each month we feature highlights from
our pickings. This month, we shop ’til we drop and then play in the snow.

KeyChain
www.cyberscrub.com

These days, online shopping is big business. According to a Forrester Research report about last year’s holiday Internet retail
sales, Americans spent $22 billion at online
shops. If you’re planning to shop from the
comfort of your desk this year, check out
CyberScrub’s KeyChain software, which
CyberScrub KeyChain
helps you manage all of the accounts you’ll
installs on your USB flash
create at various online stores.
drive and then lets you log
KeyChain is a password manager. It securely
in to all of your online
stores (via encryption) your username, password,
accounts via your home
and billing information for each Web site at
computer or other PCs while
which you create an account. When you visit a
you’re away from home.
site, the program automatically logs you in,
which means you don’t need to remember multiple usernames and passwords. You also don’t need to keep your credit or
debit cards on hand, as KeyChain can fill out that information, as well.
Instead, you’ll only need to remember the password that unlocks KeyChain.
We like its USB Drive feature, which loads itself onto any USB flash drive
and stores all of your information on the drive (as well as on your computer).
You can take the flash drive with you on your next trip, plug it into a public
hotel computer, and shop away without leaving any personal data on the PC.
The program synchronizes your password and billing information between
your desktop and USB drive so you’ll always have the most up-to-date info.
CyberScrub offers a free version of KeyChain that supports five password accounts. If you’re planning on doing some heavy online shopping,
download the full version for $39.95 (you can save 10% by installing the
free version first and then following its purchase instructions). KeyChain
supports Windows 98/Me/NT/2000/XP.

Make-A-Flake
snowflakes.beap.com

If you didn’t get to cut snowflakes from white paper in grade school, now’s
your chance. Barkley Evergreen’s Make-A-Flake is an online flash-based program. If you don’t see snowflakes falling when you visit Make-A-Flake’s main
page, go to Adobe’s download site (www.adobe.com/downloads) and then
install Adobe Flash Player 9. When you return to Make-A-Flake, you’ll see
snowflakes falling outside a house’s window. You can click any
snowflake to enlarge it and to see when it was created.
When you click the Make Your Own Snowflake link,
you’ll find yourself in control of a piece of paper and
a pair of digital scissors. Snip here, snip there, preview your flake, and then save it to add it to the
thousands of flakes that fall in front of the main
page’s window. You also can download an
image of your snowflake to your computer. ❙
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‘Tis The Season
ome people think of December as marking the end of
another year; as a time for wistful reflection; as an opportunity to review one’s life, contemplate the passage
of time, and consider one’s inevitable mortality. That’s too
maudlin for me, particularly at this time of year, so I
prefer to focus on the nondenominational, politically
correct celebrations that have gutted the heart
and soul of this formerly joyous holiday
season. You are cordially invited to join me
at the punchbowl for a cup of my worldfamous Paxil-spiked eggnog, with a festive Zoloft sprinkle. Happy holidays!
Speaking of the passage of time,
cloying “What-happened-on-the-dayyou-were-born” Web sites abound, but
if you’re looking for something edgier,
take a gander at Birthday Statistics
(www.paulsadowski.com/birthday.asp).
This one has several new wrinkles to
it—not unlike myself, I might add.
Enter your birth date and click the
Submit button. You’ll be presented
with a plethora of non-life-altering
facts, including the aggregate candlepower (in BTUs) of the conflagration
resulting from the candles on your
birthday cake, your age in dog years, and
even your birth tree. (Who knew?)
If your Start menu, Programs list has deteriorated into alphabetical chaos, it’s time to seize control of your system and
restore law and tidiness. You can alphabetize the applications
in your All Programs menu (Programs, if you’re using the
Classic Start menu), by right-clicking any item and selecting
Sort By Name. Alphabetizing is as easy as, well . . . A-B-C.
Forwarding jokes is apparently our new national pastime.
If you’re a compulsive forwarder, I offer the following suggestions: 1) Change the Subject line and insert the word “JOKE”
to help recipients distinguish your treasures from their regular email. 2) When you click Forward, edit the message by
deleting extraneous material so you’re only forwarding the
joke itself and not 12,000 email addresses of previous senders
and recipients. 3) Be aware that some jokes are less than
tasteful and may be offensive to certain individuals. Also, in
some households, children share the family computer, so the
subtle, introspective nuances of your “Nantucket” limerick
may be lost on younger recipients. (Or committed to
memory and recited at the next church social. )
Text Messaging (also known as TM), is all the rage—
though anybody who uses the phrase “all the rage” is clearly
not a groovy hipster. With TeleFlip (www.teleflip.com), you
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can email a free, 160-character text message to any SMS(Short Message Service) or text message-enabled cell phone by
entering the cell phone number@teleflip.com in
the Address field of your email program, and
sending it. The first 100 TeleFlips each month
are free. Various plans are available, some of
which allow up to 100,000 TeleFlips per
month—though if you’re sending more than
100,000 text messages each month, there’s
probably a restraining order in your future.
If you’re continually right-clicking
files, folders, icons, and graphics and
then selecting Properties to check a file
size or to find other information, there’s
an easier way: Simply hold down the ALT
key and double-click the item to display
its properties.
The perfect gift for any computer user
has arrived! As a professional Web site profiler (do not attempt this at home), I have
reviewed and profiled thousands of Web
sites through the years. For the first time, I
have carefully—dare I say lovingly—selected more than 1,400 of the most interesting, informative, and entertaining
Web sites and included them on my new,
destined-to-become-a-classic, Mr. Modem’s
Web CD-ROM. (Kind of takes your breath
away, doesn’t it?) Sites are segregated into 19 categories,
ranging from Art, Music, Literature & Film to Wining &
Dining. To view an excerpt from the CD, visit http://
tinyurl.com/hvnsn. The CD (for Windows PCs) retails for
$19.95, but for my beloved Smart Computing readers, it is
only $12.95, with free shipping and handling. To receive
your Smart Computing reader discount, simply type SC in
the Promotional Code field. Within 24 hours, an autographed copy will be on its way to you or your loved ones,
making this the best holiday ever!
From Mrs. Modem and our furry feline household, we
wish you a happy and healthy holiday season. Thanks for
reading and for your email throughout the year. I’ll look
forward to meeting you back here in 2007—assuming
Y2.007K doesn’t get us first. ❙❙
BY

MR. MODEM

Mr. Modem (Richard Sherman) is an author, syndicated
columnist, radio host, and publisher. “Mr. Modem’s Weekly
Newsletter” provides personal responses to subscribers’ computer
and Internet questions, plus weekly computing tips, Web site
recommendations, virus alerts, hoax warnings, and more.
For additional information, visit www.MrModem.com.
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earching for the perfect gift? Give your friends and
family a gift they’ll read, use, and thank you for all
year. Order a gift subscription today, and we’ll send a
letter announcing your gift and mail the first issue
within two weeks!
Subscribers will receive a great computing publication, full of troubleshooting advice, thousands of tips,
tricks, and step-by-step instructions that will save
hours of frustration.
Your gift subscription includes unlimited access to
SmartComputing.com, featuring the Tech Support
Center, Q&A Board, Daily Tips, Chat Rooms, and
much more.
Smart Computing makes gift giving easy. Call (800)
733-3809 or order online at www.smartcomputing.com
and click the Subscribe & Shop link in the upper right
of the home page or the menu bar on the left.
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Online spending is expected to exceed
$15 billion this holiday season, which is
an increase of about 25% over last year.
These figures, released by comScore
Networks, don’t include travel spending.

Want a sneak peek at what’s waiting for you in
upcoming issues? Take a gander at our Editorial
Calendar. From SmartComputing.com, click
About Us and Editorial Calendar from the blue
menu bar on the left. There is also a smattering
of articles from the next month’s issue in the
Daily section at the top of the home page.

If you need help deciding exactly which digital
music player or camera to
include on your list for Santa
this year, look no further than
our archives. Particularly,
our sister publication, First
Glimpse, covers many CE
devices anybody would be
happy to find in her stocking
come Christmas morning.

Keep tabs on Santa’s progress with a little help from
your friends at NORAD this yuletide season (www
.noradsanta.org). And now that you’ll know exactly
when he’ll be sliding down the chimney, you can keep
Santa’s hot chocolate and cookies warm until the
appointed hour.
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Desktop & Laptop PCs
As has been the case for several years, networking and multimedia technologies
are driving the desktop and laptop PC markets. Users want faster networking capabilities, wider screens, and more capacious hard drives so they can access, play,
and store more songs, movies, and photos. System components like CPUs and
RAM matter only to the extent that they improve audio and video performance.
Moreover, consumers crave portability. The demand for notebook computers
has grown tremendously in recent years and is expected to grow even faster
in years to come. A recent Forrester Research study showed that notebook
ownership grew from 13.4% of all U.S. households in 2001 to nearly 30% of all
U.S. households in 2005. Forrester expects that number to grow even further,
rising to 54% percent of all U.S. households by 2011. Our favorite PCs reflect
this trend toward notebook ownership.

Voodoo Envy ì:734
$3,700; www.voodoopc.com
Everything about the Voodoo Envy ì:734, from its cutting-edge Intel Core Duo processor
to its 17-inch WUXGA (Widescreen Ultra eXtended Graphics Array) display, is designed
to arouse a certain passion (envy, for example) in anyone who sees you
with it. Inside its shiny metallic case—available in 22 eye-catching
colors—lies a gig of RAM, an 80GB SATA (Serial Advanced Technology
Attachment) hard drive, a GeForce Go 7900 video card, a DVD+R
drive, a 7-in-1 card reader, and even an external media control panel
for playing CDs when the rest of the system is shut down. It
also has ports galore, including those for USB 2.0,
cable TV, digital video, S-Video, Gigabit Ethernet,
802.11a/b/g wireless, and Bluetooth. Keep in
mind that Voodoo markets the ì:734 as a midlevel
system—if you want more of just about anything,
you can get it in an upgrade.

Toshiba Qosmio G35-AV660
$3,499.99; www.toshiba.com
High-definition DVD video has come
to the PC via the Toshiba Qosmio
G35, which is appropriate, considering
the primary role Toshiba has played in
developing the blue-laser technology.
The Qosmio G35 boasts two full
gigabytes of RAM, an impressive
240GB RAID (Redundant Array of
Independent Disks) configuration for
ample storage space, an Intel Core
Duo processor, support for 5.1 surround-sound, TV tuner and digital
video ports, a 17-inch display, and
Windows XP Media Center Edition
remote control to complement an
integrated HD-DVD (high-definition
DVD) drive that also doubles as a
rewriteable DVD drive. Priced competitively at $3,500, the Qosmio G35
represents another solid notebook PC
from a company with a strong reputation for consistently producing them.

Sony VAIO AR190G
$3,399.99; www.sonystyle.com
As an alternative to Qosmio’s HD-DVD, the Sony VAIO AR190G marks the debut of the Blu-ray technology in a personal computer. Blu-ray is a blue-laser disc format that competes with HD-DVD and
can pack as much as 25GB of data on a single-layered disc. The AR190G has the multimedia specs
you’d expect—including a 17-inch screen, GeForce Go video card, TV tuner port, and
Windows XP Media Center—plus a few you wouldn’t, like an integrated Web cam and
built-in TV Record button. Whether Blu-ray will prevail or go the way of another Sony
standard (think Beta) is uncertain. What is certain is that the VAIO AR190G makes it look good.
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2006
HP Slimline s7620n
$629.99; www.hp.com
The HP Slimline gives new meaning to the
phrase “so much for so little.” For the skimpy
price of $629.99, you get an Intel Core Solo
1350 processor, a gig of RAM, 250GB SATA
hard drive, dual-layer rewriteable DVD drive,
9-in-1 memory card reader, and Windows
XP Media Center Edition. Better yet, you get
it all in a pint-sized PC case that’s barely a
third of the mass of a typical tower model.
Connect it to the HP f1905e 19-inch flatpanel monitor ($319.99), and you end up
with a complete computer system that fits
on a corner of your desk—really—for less than $1,000.

Alienware Area-51 7500
$1,899; www.alienware.com
Colorful cases, liquid coolants, 650W power supplies: These are the
stuff that mods are made of. But the Alienware Area-51 7500 is no
mod. It only looks that way. The attention-grabbing desktop PC actually comes off an assembly line, fully equipped with the flashy
components that have distinguished Alienware’s products since
the company was founded in 1996. The Area-51 7500 sports an
Intel Core Duo processor, a gig of RAM, a whopping 250GB of
storage space, dual-layer rewriteable DVD drive, GeForce 7900 GT
video card, support for 7.1 surround-sound, and a 17-inch flatpanel monitor. The futuristic case, which appears to have come
from a Hollywood props department, holds everything together.
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HP Pavilion dv9000z
$1,099.99; www.hp.com
Sure, we’re impressed
with the Envy,
the Qosmio, and
the VAIO.
Who wouldn’t be?
But we also recognize that
most users can’t afford such systems. Indeed, a recent study conducted by
Forrester Research found that the average consumer will spend only slightly more than $1,000
on a new PC. That’s where products like the
Pavilion dv9000z come in. This popularly priced
notebook PC has the powerful system specs
everyone needs, including a 1.8GHz processor
and 512MB of RAM, plus it provides the gottahave-it features everyone wants, like a 17-inch
screen, dual-layer rewriteable DVD drive, and
wireless Internet access. Upgrades are available
through custom ordering online.

High-Tech Stocking Stuffers
Targus Mobile Power Inverter
$59.99
www.targus.com
Simply plug the Targus Mobile Power Inverter into a
cigarette lighter socket, slip the contoured inverter
into a nearby cup holder, and you’re ready to power
up while on the go. The single AC outlet delivers 90
steady watts of surge-free current
to your notebook PC or any
other electronic device in
need of juice.
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Inkjet & Laser Printers
The “paperless world” has been a long time coming. And we’re still waiting. In
the meantime, think about all the good things you can do for the people on
your list with the latest and greatest inkjets and laser printers.

HP OfficeJet 4315 All-in-One
$99.99
www.hp.com
For students or home office/small office
users (especially those dealing with
cramped quarters), multifunction allin-one printers are heaven-sent. HP’s
OfficeJet all-in-ones set the standard.
Print, copy, scan, or fax from a single unobtrusive component. Its various paper guides and feeders fold out when you need
them and fold away when you don’t. You can expect years of reliable performance,
easy-to-use controls, and robust software. And you won’t be sticking someone else
with an implacable demand for replenishing ink: HP does better than most manufacturers at getting decent mileage out of each cartridge.

Canon PIXMA iP1700 Color Inkjet
$49.99
www.usa.canon.com
Cheap color inkjets are a dime a dozen.
Manufacturers practically (and sometimes
literally) give them away in the hopes of
making their money from selling a neverending supply of ink cartridges. Finding a basic and affordable inkjet that won’t drain
your recipient’s bank account throughout the year isn’t always easy. But the new
PIXMA iP1700 holds up well against more expensive competition when it comes to
ink usage and printing price per page. At only $20 to $25 per cartridge, you won’t
force the recipient to skimp on vibrant holiday letters next year, either.

Canon PIXMA iP90 Portable Printer
$249.99
www.usa.canon.com
For that road warrior who’s always hunting down a
Kinko’s or a hotel business center, nothing says
“relax” like a portable printer. Whether he needs
to check in online, make some minute changes to
his handouts, or print up some airplane reading
material, this little inkjet (just 2.0 inches high
and 6.9 inches wide) prints on regular paper,
connects to any laptop via USB, and even fits in
a carry-on bag.
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Epson
PictureMate Snap
$199.99
www.epson.com
Getting an Epson
PictureMate is like having a
retail photo kiosk in your
den. The PictureMate line of
specialized inkjet photo
printers churns out eye-popping 4 x 6 prints in under a
minute each. The best part?
The printers don’t even need
to be hooked up to a computer. PictureMates pull
photos directly from over 20
types of media (including
most standard digital camera
memory cards plus portable
USB-connected CD, DVD,
and thumb drives). Epson
also provides a built-in LCD
for previewing images, automatic editing and correction
tools, and a variety of fun
borders and effects. The only
downside? Friends and family
may get so excited they’ll
want you to look through all
those pictures with them.
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High-Tech Stocking Stuffers

Samsung ML-2510 B&W Laser
$129.99
www.samsung.com
Laser printers aren’t just for corporate users anymore. Anyone
on your list who churns out piles of text (writers, students,
those who insist on printing emails) will benefit from the high
speed and low cost of black-andwhite laser printing.
Samsung’s latest
boasts high speeds
(up to 25 pages per
minute), and a onebutton TonerSave
mode increases
toner yield by up to
40% for draft printing. The great price
and low profile don’t hurt,
either—the ML-2710 won’t crowd
your shopping budget or their desks.

HP LaserJet 1600 Color Laser Printer
$299.99
www.hp.com
Color laser printers used to be the exclusive domain of highend business environments, where cost was no object and
you could afford to wait minutes (or more) for each sparkling
sheet to make a dramatic appearance. But the new line of consumer and small office color lasers, led by the HP LaserJet 1600,
prints quickly and affordably. Your new best friend will love
the way her prints look and feel, and she might even let you
use it from time to time.

HP Auto-Duplexer
$79.99 to $99.99 • www.hp.com
HP’s duplexing add-ons attach to a wide variety of
DeskJet, OfficeJet, Photosmart, and All-In-One printers
to enable two-sided printing on all different paper
sizes.
Kodak Premium Photo Paper
$13.99 for 100 4 x 6 sheets
www.kodak.com
Whether your recipients have
a dedicated photo printer or
a regular color inkjet, photo
paper packs can help them
print their favorite shots for
sharing or scrapbooking.
Fellowes Printer Stand
$62.99 • www.fellowes.com
Help those close to you reduce
clutter in their lives or at least
at their desks. Fellowes’ print
stand includes a caddy to
keep spare paper, ink cartridges, and paper clips out
of sight but not out of reach.
Apple AirPort Express Base Station
$129 • www.apple.com
For people with several computers and a wireless
network, adding an Airport Express
will complete the sharing equation.
You can attach a USB printer and
share it across the network. Streaming music via iTunes to any room in
the house is just one of those little
side bonuses.
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Hard Drives & Optical Drives
Hard drives and optical drives seem such basic and given parts of any computing system that it’s easy to assume they’re just boring commodities. But
the advent of DVD, USB, FireWire, and portable computing open up wide
new avenues for exciting new products for everyone on your list.

LaCie Slim Combo CD-RW/DVD-ROM
$89.99; www.lacie.com
Not everyone wants or needs to record DVDs, and it’s hard to beat a portable
burner for sharing your favorite pictures or video clips. Plus, CD burners are more
affordable, faster, and simpler to use in Windows than their DVD counterparts.
The LaCie Slim sports a fast USB 2.0 interface, includes a DVD reader for portable
movie watching, and is inexpensive enough for the tightest of shopping budgets.

Maxtor OneTouch III Mini
$119.95 to $159.95
www.maxtorsolutions.com

Whether people in your life need
serious portable storage or extended hard drive space without
messing around inside the case, a
Maxtor OneTouch III Mini is sure
to warm their hearts. Available in
60GB or 100GB capacities, they’ll
have plenty of room for storing
family photos, holiday music, and
home videos. Weighing in at just
over 7 ounces and standing just
3.5 inches tall, they can even take
it to Grandma’s house and copy
those scanned-in pictures right
out of the scrapbook.

CMS ABSplus Backup System
$169 to $669
www.cmsproducts.com
External hard drives are great. They’re easy to add or change, and they aren’t
subject to the electrical whims of a computer’s innards. And having a separate
drive to store regularly scheduled backups is always an excellent idea. The CMS
ABSplus Backup System includes a hard drive (capacities range from 80GB to
750GB), cables, and a stand, plus CMS’ easy-to-use BounceBack software that
configures and schedules automatic backups. We’ve backed up work and personal data with this system for years, and it’s saved more than one Christmas.
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Linq Retractable USB
& FireWire Cables
$4.99 to $11.99 • www.ziplinq.com
Zip-Linq specializes in compact
retractable cables that improve
portability without sacrificing reliability. Its series of USB
and FireWire models make the perfect add-on for the busy
traveler in your life.
Sabrent USB-2535 USB 2.0
To IDE Adapter Cable
$16.99 • www.sabrent.com

LG GSAH10LI Super Multi DVD Rewriter
$34.99; us.lge.com
A DVD burner can be a gift that keeps the holidays
around all year. LG’s Super Multi DVD Rewriter gives your
loved ones the ability to capture and replay their favorite
picture slideshows and home videos all year. They won’t
have to worry about DVD’s format wars—the GSAH10
is compatible with all current formats, including duallayer recording. Your recipient will have to crack the case
for installation, but optical drives are easy to swap in and
out. If you’re feeling particularly generous this season,
offer to install it yourself as a helpful gift add-on.

WD Extreme Lighted Combo
$189.99 to $249.99
www.westerndigital.com

It might not look pretty, but you
can help friends or relatives turn
any internal IDE (Integrated Drive Electronics) drive (HDD, CD,
DVD) into an external model with this cable that connects
to a USB 2.0 port. They can use it to transfer data easily or
breathe new life into old drives.
Digital Innovations SkipDR Advanced
Disc Repair System
$29.99 • www.digitalinnovations.com
Don’t let damaged discs get your friends
and family down. This hand-cranked repair system fixes scratches that create
trouble for music, movie, and data CDs and DVDs.
NTI Backup NOW! 4.0
$59.99 and up • www.ntius.com
Though there might be more romantic possibilities, nothing says “I
Care” like backup software. Backup
NOW! from NTI helps make sure
those on your gift list get the most out of their hard drive
space and burning capacity.

Who needs lights all over the yard when Western
Digital’s external USB/FireWire drive (each drive supports both connections) can bring joy to people’s
computer desks? The colored LEDs around the case
may be light-hearted, but this drive’s performance is
anything but frivolous. With 160GB to 320GB of
storage and 7,400rpm speed, you’ll be giving someone
lots of space and the gift of time whenever they use it.

Verbatim CDs & DVDs
$2.99 to $49.95 • www.verbatim.com
Like politicians during an election, people
with burners can never get enough media. Sure, you can find bargain-basement discs that don’t burn
reliably or last very long, but that’s hardly in the holiday
spirit. We find that Verbatim discs balance reliability and affordability with a wide variety or recordable and rewriteable
options—they’re available in packs from one to 100.
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Monitors & Displays
Everyone wants to be known as the ultimate gift-giver or someone who always knows precisely what to buy for everyone else. Unfortunately, few of us
have the time to perform the research necessary to obtain this reputation—
but not to worry.
Thanks to a cornucopia of reliable, spectacular-looking monitors on today’s retail
market, you can instantly become a holiday hit when you wrap up one of these
sleek units. Better yet, there’s always a monitor to fit any budget, so you can find
the perfect match whether you’re shopping for a student, a professional, a designer, a gamer, or even a couch potato. The following monitors represent only a
small sampling of the wide range of displays available today, but they’re the most
impressive in their respective price ranges.

NEC MultiSync
20WMGX2
$649.99
www.necdisplay.com
If you’re looking for a high-performance monitor that can also satisfy
your TV needs, check out NEC’s
MultiSync 20WMGX2. This 20-inch
widescreen LCD features stunning
colors (including nice, deep blacks)
and clarity, helping to bring a true-tolife feel to images and video. Also,
you’ll enjoy that beautiful picture from
almost any viewing angle, whether
you’re above, beside, or below the
monitor. With its included TV tuner,
full-featured remote, and multiple USB
2.0 ports, you have a winner.

BenQ FP93GX
about $300
www.benq.com

ViewSonic VX2025WM

Westinghouse LCM-22w2

$389
www.viewsonic.com

$499
www.westinghousedigital.com

This elegant, 20-inch LCD not only
looks great with its two-tone bezel,
but it’s also has highly intuitive controls, making picture adjustments a
breeze. The VX2025WM features a
native resolution of 1,680 x 1,050
and delivers bright, clear colors and
strong, clear text. ViewSonic’s
Amplified Impulse technology is
an added bonus, accelerating
grayscale transitions to improve
video applications.

This 22-inch widescreen LCD features a sleek, black chassis and
can connect to a variety of
sources, including computers,
satellites, HDTVs, and cable receivers. The LCM-22w2 automatically finds the best resolution for
your PC when you plug it in, so
you can simply plug it in and go.
Want to mount this monitor on
a wall? No problem—just remove
the stand.
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Today, it’s easier than ever to find
great LCDs at great prices, and BenQ’s
FP93GX is no exception. With a
simple design, bright colors, and quick
response time, this LCD is a
great companion
for school, work,
gaming, or even
movie
marathons.
You’ll love the
small outer
frame that
makes the 19-inch
screen look larger
than it actually is.
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C. Klear Screen Deluxe Cleaning Kit

Hanns-G JW-199DPD

$24.95 • www.klearscreen.com

$220; www.hannsg.com/us

Cleaning monitors can be an exercise in frustration,
particularly if you use cleaning fluids that can damage
the screen. This cleaning kit includes spray, a polishing
cloth, and other supplies that can safely clean just
about any screen, including LCDs.

If you think you can’t afford
a good-quality, 19-inch
widescreen LCD, you
haven’t seen the Hanns-G
JWDPD. Although this
monitor isn’t suited for intensive, color-critical work,
it’s just fine for other office
and entertainment applications. With a bright picture
and good color, you’ll find this a worthy replacement for your
aging CRT (cathode-ray tube).

Articulating LCD Wall Arm
$99 to $169 • www.peerlessindustries.com
This well-built wall arm lets you mount your LCD (any
size between 10 and 22 inches) on a wall. After installation, you can move the monitor side to side or even
swivel it up to 180 degrees.

Samsung SyncMaster 244T
$999; www.samsung.com
Boasting spectacular color and a skyhigh contrast ratio that allows viewing
from practically any angle, the highbudget Samsung SyncMaster 244T is
an LCD purist’s dream. This 24-inch
monitor grants users impressive control over picture quality, allowing extremely fine tuning for even the most
discerning eye. Sure, smaller
widescreen monitors can ease multitasking, but these 24 inches truly
make side-by-side application viewing
a reality—so if you’re currently using two monitors to handle
your daily tasks, you can effectively replace both with the 244T.

AOC 193P+

Fellowes Monitor Riser
$49.99 • www.fellowes.com
If you’re stuck with a monitor that doesn’t allow you
to adjust its height, you
could encounter plenty of
neck pain and eye
strain. Fellowes’
Monitor Riser
fixes that
problem
by allowing
you to boost
the height of your monitor
up to 6 inches. The riser supports up to 80 pounds
and includes an access drawer for additional storage.

about $230; www.nam.aocdisplay.com
Perhaps you haven’t
heard of AOC, but with
an amazingly thin bezel
and bright, fast performance, the company’s
19-inch 193P+ can prove
a perfect upgrade for any
office environment. This
monitor features a contrast ratio of 500:1, a response time of 4ms, and
a foldable base.

Ergo In Demand Privacy Filter
$174.95 for 19- to 20-inch monitors
www.ergoindemand.com
For workers dealing with sensitive material or casual
users simply looking to keep out prying eyes, the
Privacy Filter from Ergo In Demand blurs the screen
image when viewed from the side, but keeps the front
view nice and clear. This filter hangs over the top of
the LCD.
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Keyboards, Mice & Other Devices
Trusty, old—and we do mean old—mice and keyboards can easily become
reliable extensions of the arms, always ready for more clicking and tapping.
Although these devices play a vital role in the average user’s everyday computing experience, they’re nonetheless often taken for granted.
While many users might not be willing to part with old friends who have
long helped to transfer their data, images, and sound into their PCs, it
certainly doesn’t hurt to consider other options. Input devices have
come a long way in recent years, such that newer devices can transform
input in ways most users have never imagined.

Logitech USB
Desktop Microphone
$29.99; www.logitech.com

The choices are vast when it comes to mice, keyboards, Web cams, and
other input devices, but we’ve whittled down the selection to a special few.

Logitech MX Revolution
$99.99; www.logitech.com
At first glance, Logitech’s laser MX Revolution looks like a miniature spaceship
model that belongs on a “Star Wars” set. But there’s good
reason for that design, because this wireless mouse fits like
a glove in hands of all sizes. Better yet, it features hightech, intuitive gizmos such as dual-mode scrolling,
with a click-to-click option for precise scrolling,
or free-spin, nearly frictionless scrolling for navigating long documents or lists. Also nifty is the
document quick-flip side button that lets you
move between documents to cut and paste,
compare, or check email. The MX Revolution isn’t
cheap, but it’s today’s best all-around mouse.

We’ve seen plenty of microphone
designs over the years, but Logitech’s
USB Desktop Microphone breaks the
mold. This slick, streamlined device
not only looks great on any desk, but
it also just plain works: Plug it in, and
you’re good to go.

Wacom Graphire 4
$199.95 for the 6x8 version
www.wacom.com

Saitek Eclipse
$59.95; www.saitekusa.com
If you’re tired of squinting at your keyboard at night or in other low-light situations,
the Saitek Eclipse is your perfect (and attractive) mate. The Eclipse’s patented, adjustable TrueVu illumination technology boosts key visibility at all
times, and it looks plain cool to boot.
Beyond the illumination, the Eclipse
also proves a typist’s dream, with
smoothly operating keys and adjustable wrist rest. The Eclipse includes adjustable lighting levels and
connects via USB.
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Once only the realm of graphic design
and other digital art, Wacom tablets are
now treading into wider territory. The
Graphire tablet grants you incredible
control in graphics programs such as
Adobe Photoshop, which means you’ll
be able to edit digital photos with
ease—and even a little fun. The included pen features 512 levels of pressure sensitivity, two programmable
buttons, and a pressure-sensitive eraser.
Neither the pen nor the included
mouse use batteries.
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C h r i s t i a n

P e r r y

High-Tech Stocking Stuffers
Whether you need a keyboard for the road or turbochargers for your mouse, we’ve got stocking stuffers that are right up your alley. Here’s a look at
some odds and ends bound to generate some
holiday cheer.

Microsoft Wireless
Optical Mouse 5000
about $40
www.microsoft.com
If you’re not looking for a space-age mouse with the latest features, Microsoft’s Optical Mouse 5000 fits the bill. While it’s not
quite a budget mouse, the 5000 is a fairly low-cost, highly reliable
performer with enough features to make mousing a thoroughly
enjoyable experience. The wireless 5000 uses four-way scrolling
to maneuver through documents in pages in all directions, and
Microsoft claims a battery life of a whopping six months.

Creative WebCam Instant
$29.99; www.creative.com
You can find Web cams with far higher visual quality, but they
also carry far higher price tags. If you want to add decent video
to your online chats and messaging, you can’t go wrong with
the simple and stylish Creative WebCam Instant. The bundled
software is particularly impressive, featuring remote monitoring, motion detection, and time lapse functions.

Roll-Up Keyboard
$23.99 • www.thinkgeek.com
Tired of using that squeezed-together keyboard on
your notebook? Try a Roll-Up Keyboard, a full-sized,
QWERTY keyboard that you can roll up when not in
use. Although you’ll need to practice to find the
center of the keys when typing, you’ll love the portability of this flexible dynamo.

X-Ray ZeroFriction Mouseskates
about $7 for 10 pads • www.xraypad.com
If your mouse doesn’t glide along your mousepad like
it used to, consider outfitting it with X-Ray’s ZeroFriction mouseskates. These slices of Teflon-infused
material help eliminate friction between the mouse
and the mousing surface and are available for popular
Logitech and Microsoft mice.

Streamzap PC Remote
$29.99 • www.thinkgeek.com
With powerful infrared technology that can access
the USB-connected receiver from beyond 40 feet, the
Streamzap PC remote lets you easily use your PC for
music or DVD playback. The Streamzap features 33
keys, including macro keys that can load playlists or
launch Web sites and applications.
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Digital Still, Video & Web Cameras
This holiday season, you’ll find a diverse array of options in the digital image
capture category, which includes still, video, and Web cameras. There have
also been several recent developments in the past year or so. However, unless a new (and therefore unproven) technology offers a clear benefit
without a corresponding price increase, we shied away from products that
sport it. Remember as you peruse these products that you can always find
them for less (sometimes far less) than list price through online retailers.

Canon PowerShot A530
$249.95; www.canon.com
The A530 is an easy-to-use
camera offering vibrant color
and excellent quality in a lightweight design. A 5.0MP
(megapixel) sensor affords
enough resolution for fine detail, while a 4X optical (physical)
zoom lens is sufficient for most
needs. An attractive combination of automated and manual
features makes it a winner, especially for those yearning to transition to higherend techniques. An optional waterproof case and the use of money-saving AA
batteries (purchase rechargeables) are a bonus. On the downside, video quality
isn’t great, but who expects good video from a still camera, anyway?

Sony DCR-SR100
$999.99; www.sony.com
Combine crisp, accurate color and picture quality with a 30GB internal hard
drive (seven hours of video in highquality mode) and you have a combination that’s hard to beat. This videocam
is also very easy to use (with one-touch
DVD recording) and weighs in at only 4
pounds. Several automatic exposure
modes, including NightShot for total
darkness; decent still-image capabilities;
a built-in microphone with Dolby
Digital surround-sound; and a 10X
optical zoom sweeten the pot.

Canon Digital Rebel XTi/400D

Panasonic PV-GS500

$799 (body only), $899 (with basic lens); www.canon.com

$999.95; www.panasonic.com

SLR (single-lens reflex) models
are the best choice for flexibility
and quality, but until recently,
the digital versions were prohibitively expensive. With a 10.1MP
sensor, a 2.5-inch LCD, 3fps
(frames per second) shooting, an
array of automatic and manual
settings, and a self-cleaning
sensor, the XTi approaches professional quality at a consumer
price. At 18 ounces (body only),
it’s lightweight for its class, and it
accepts over 60 SLR lenses (including those from older analog Rebel cameras). If you need even more professional control, check out the Canon EOS 20D ($1,299.99; body only) or the EOS
30D ($1,499.99; body only).

Users gripe that this successor to the
GS400 lacks much of the former’s functionality. We discount this complaint,
because the GS500 is less expensive and
we found color and picture quality to
be better. For under $1,000, you’ll get
excellent reproduction in both normal
and low light, a nice array of both
manual and automatic controls, and
image stabilization. At approximately 3
x 3 x 6 inches (HxWxD), the GS500 is a
bit bulky (Panasonic calls it a “palmcorder”), but it’s lightweight and easy
to hold. If you’re on a budget, check
out the GS300 ($599.95), which sports
fewer features but comparable 3CCD
(charge-coupled device) quality.
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High-Tech Stocking Stuffers
HP Photosmart A516 22gs12
$99 • www.hp.com

Panasonic
SDR-S150
$999.99
www.panasonic.com
Squeaking in at just
under $1,000, the SDRS150 is small in size (3.81 x 1.1 x 0.62 inches) rather than
price. Offering a 10X optical zoom, 3.1MP still-camera capabilities, a built-in microphone, and a 2GB SD memory
card, this 3CCD videocam will wow fans of all things tiny.
Picture clarity and color quality are good (although not as
good as some in low light), and an array of automatic and
manual controls make for ease of use. The camera is also
exceptionally quiet.

This portable (8.7 x 4.6 x 4.6 inches [HxWxD]) printer
is a mighty handy gadget to have on vacation
or at a party. Slip in
your camera’s memory card or flash
drive and you
can edit and
print glorious
color photos on
the spot. You can also
print directly from PictBridge-enabled cameras.
Sunpak Compact SXL Tripod
$24.99 • www.sunpak.com
Even with new anti-motion technologies, low light or
slow shutter speeds make shooting tough without a
tripod. Enter the Compact SXL, a portable (14.6 inches
long, collapsed; 1.6 pounds) gem with a panning head
that extends to 43.5 inches. Sunpak also makes compact tripods for video cameras and other uses.
Photoshop Elements 5

Logitech QuickCam
Ultra Vision
$129.99; www.logitech.com
Logitech’s QuickCam series of Web
cams uses a precision lens, a 1.3MP
sensor, and other adjustments that
give better picture quality than comparable models, even in low light. A
built-in microphone and the ability
to record in HD make this model a
great buy for the price. If you want an
even more compelling gadget for
your desktop, consider the
QuickCam Orbit MP ($129.99),
which sports a motorized head that
swivels, tracking you as you move
around the room. If you’re on a
budget, the QuickCam Fusion
($99.99) and QuickCam Pro 5000
($79.99) offer the same advanced
image technology as the Ultra Vision,
for less.

$99.99 (boxed) • www.adobe.com
The latest version of this
popular image-editing suite
came out this fall, just in
time for you to tuck it into
your favorite shutterbug’s
stocking. The program replicates much of the functionality of professional image
editor Photoshop at a fraction of the price.
FlipUp LCD Cap
$34.99 • www.hoodmanusa.com
Worried about scratching that big, beautiful LCD on a
new camera or videocam? Tape is a workable, if sticky,
solution, but a better choice is a flip-up cap. The cap
covers the display when you are not using it and becomes a three-sided, glare-cutting shade for outdoor
use when you flip it up.
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hese days, it’s tough for many of us to
imagine our homes without television
sets and personal computers—or even
with the bare minimum of one of each.
We like to be entertained, and a television is the entertainment hub that lets us watch
our favorite programs, DVD movies, family
recordings, and more. We also like to be productive, and a PC is a great tool for creating documents, storing contact information, managing
budgets, doing research on the Internet, and so on.

T
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Until recently, though, the two devices have lived
in separate worlds.
However, that is beginning to change. Say hello
to the media center, a concept that merges the
arenas of the living room and the home office. At
the core of the media center sits the media center
PC, which integrates with your television. With a
media center PC you can, for instance, play
Internet video or watch digital home movies on a
big-screen television, and you can even pause live
television or radio.

Media Center: The Basics
If you’re still unclear about exactly what a media center is,
you’re not alone. We’ve heard the phrase used to describe
everything from a multimedia application that allows you to
play various media on your PC to a repository of media files
stored on your PC.
In common usage, however, “media center” is a shortened version of the phrase “media center PC,” which
is a personal computer that is particularly suited for
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entertainment, thanks to a combination of specialized hardware and software. Like the typical PC, a media
center PC has a mouse and keyboard,
and you can use it to send email, surf
the Web, create documents, and run
other software applications. But
along with the standard computing
functions, the media center PC is an
all-in-one PC that offers you the
ability to record TV programs, display a TV channel guide, play DVDs,
organize and play your music collection, showcase your digital photos,
control radio programs, and perform
other entertainment-related tasks.

Hardware & Software

If the thought of having a

media center
in your home entices you,
the good news is that it’s possible

The setup varies from system to
system, but virtually all media centers
contain some basic hardware components: a processor, memory, hard
drive, DVD drive, TV tuner, radio receiver, and a remote control. The
the good news is that it’s possible alpreinstalled direct from PC manufacmedia center PC can be connected to a
most wherever you live. Your home
turers, from retail consumer elecTV set and speakers, typically with cadoesn’t need to have special wiring,
tronics stores, or through online
and you don’t need to run out and
bles running between the PC and teleconsumer electronics Web sites.
buy sophisticated servers. Instead,
vision. But what the overall setup looks
Today, however, WMCE isn’t the only
you need to evaluate your budget
like depends upon the type of media
game in town. There are media center
center PC you have. For instance, Dell
and then decide whether to purchase
PCs that rely on other software, such
offers the relatively affordable XPS 410
an all-in-one system or transform
as TVedia from 8 Dimensions Interdesktop PC ($990; www.dell.com),
your current system and build your
national (www.8dim.com).
and the unit looks similar to a typical
own media-based PC from scratch.
tower PC. On the other hand, the
No matter which route you deSet Up A Media Center
Elonex Lumina (elonex.com) looks
cide to go, we’re here to help. If
more like a flat-panel television beyou’re considering buying a maIf the thought of having a media
cause the CPU is hidden within
chine with WMCE preinstalled, we
center in your home entices you,
the display.
invite you take a look
The other piece of
at “Set Up A Windows
the media center setMedia Center PC” on
up is the software that
page 61. Or, if you’re
allows the devices to
comfortable creating
communicate. In 2002,
your own PC-based
Microsoft introduced
media center, we recWMCE (Windows XP
ommend you take a
Media Center Edition),
look at “The Media
an operating system
Movement” on page
64. Either way, you
that is only available
could soon be happily
preinstalled on commixing productivity
puters sold by PC manwith pleasure. ❙❙
ufacturers. According to
Some media center PCs, such as this Dell XPS 410, closely resemble the look of
Microsoft, you can pura traditional tower PC.
BY HEIDI V. A NDERSON
chase a PC with WMCE

almost wherever you live.
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f you purchased a computer with Windows XP Media
Center Edition 2005 installed,
you’ll notice that it looks a lot
like WinXP Home Edition at first
glance. Click Start, expand All Programs, and click Media Center,
however, and everything changes.
Windows Media Center is an entirely new interface designed to look
good on televisions (especially
HDTVs [high-definition televisions]) and to be accessible via a remote control, putting the power of
WinXP in your living room.
As the name implies, WMCE focuses on multimedia and lets you
access the Internet, play DVDs and

If the PC is connected to a television, you
can configure Windows Media Center to
launch automatically when Windows boots.

other video files, play digital music
such as MP3 tracks, and record live
television (even if you use a set-top
box). It can pump stereo or surround-sound audio to a home-theater
setup and tune in to local FM radio
stations. However, it can only do all
of these things if you have the proper
equipment, so determining your
hardware needs is the best place to
start when purchasing or setting up a
WMCE PC.

Hardware Considerations
The first step is deciding if you’d
rather use Media Center with a television or a computer monitor. If you

Adding music to the queue is the first step in
creating a playlist in WMCE.

decide to go with a computer
monitor, then it’s likely that
everything you need was included with your computer.
But, keep in mind that you’ll
achieve the best possible video
quality with a digital flat-panel
monitor that can accept a DVI
(Digital Visual Interface) connection from the computer’s
video card. Avoid VGA (Video
Graphics Array) if possible, as
it is an analog format that
doesn’t deliver maximum quality video to a digital monitor.
You may need to purchase a
DVI cable if your monitor
didn’t come with one, but it’s a
crucial upgrade if you really
want to enjoy Media Center.
If you want to connect your WMCE
machine to a television there are
many more options to consider.
Standard (non-HDTV) TV sets generally accept poor-quality composite
video, mediocre-quality S-Video, or
high-quality (but analog) component
video. Component video is by far the
best option, but few video cards support component output.
Your best bet is to connect the
WMCE PC to a HDTV using component, DVI, VGA, or HDMI (HighDefinition Multimedia Interface)
connections. DVI and HDMI are by
far the best of these options, as they
deliver a pure digital signal to a digital
HDTV, and HDMI has the additional
benefit of carrying a surround-sound
audio signal on the same cable.
When it comes to audio hookups,
use whatever cables came with your
computer speakers if you are connecting to a PC. If the WMCE PC is
being connected to a home-theater
setup, use HDMI, coaxial, or fiber
optic (often called Toslink) connections, if possible.
To watch and record television, the
WMCE computer must have a TV
tuner card installed. One option is the
Hauppauge WinTV-PVR-500 MCEKit ($199; www.hauppauge.com),
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which is designed specifically for use
with WMCE and comes with two TV
tuners so you can watch one show
while recording another. If you want
to watch HDTV programs using your
WMCE PC, be sure to purchase a
system or tuner card that specifically supports HDTV. You can visit
AntennaWeb (www.antennaweb.org)
to see what type of antenna you’ll
need to receive HD signals. (Click the
Choose An Antenna button and enter
your ZIP code to see channel availability and antenna suggestions.)
Nearly all TV tuner cards also come
with integrated FM tuners, and Media
Center can take advantage of that
hardware as well, letting you tune into
your favorite local FM stations.
Most tuner cards come with a basic
remote control, but for the ultimate
experience consider investing in
Microsoft’s Remote Control And
Receiver For Media Center PC With
Windows (about $49; www.micro
soft.com/hardware), which is designed specifically for WMCE. Wireless keyboards and mice also work
great for surfing the Web from the
comfort of your couch and are practically necessities if you plan to use a
media center PC for anything beyond
accessing basic menu functions, including playing games.
Recording video and storing music
and pictures consumes a lot of storage
space, so be sure your Media Center
PC comes with a very large hard
drive. Better yet, equip it with an
extra internal hard drive to make sure
there will always be plenty of space for
your multimedia files. External hard
drives are another possibility but contact the manufacturer before purchasing one to make sure it doesn’t
use proprietary technology or drivers
that prevent Media Center from accessing files stored on it.
It’s nearly impossible to find a
WMCE-equipped computer that
doesn’t come with a recordable CD or
DVD drive, but if yours didn’t, consider buying a drive such as the Plextor
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PX-760A ($119; www.plextor.com)
that can record to either type of media.
Software is included that lets you
create discs directly from WMCE,
which we’ll discuss later.

Software Configuration
Once the hardware is all connected,
it’s time to set up WMCE. If your
media center PC is connected to a television, you’ll likely want to default to
that interface instead of WinXP each
time the computer boots. To do this,
open the Media Center Start menu,
click Settings, click General, and click
Startup And Windows Behavior. Check
the Start Media Center When Windows
Starts and click Save. If
you want Media

working with TV signals. Click Guide,
click Set Up Guide Listings, and enter
your ZIP code to see local programming information. Click Pictures
to establish the default settings for
displaying individual photos and
slideshows and click Music to set up
visualizations, which are graphics that
undulate to the beat of the song. The
DVD entry lets you adjust audio settings, remote control configuration,
and other options for movie playback,
while Messenger & Caller ID lets you
enable or disable built-in Microsoft
Messenger support within Media
Center and also lets you integrate caller
ID notifications within Media Center
if your hardware is set up to support that feature. Finally,
the Radio option
provides access
to all settings
for your FM

The PVR-500 MCE
comes with everything
you need in order to watch
TV from the comfort of your couch using
Windows Media Center.

Center to stay on top of the WinXP
Desktop, select the Media Center Window Always On Top checkbox.
Return to the General list and click
Media Center Setup. Click Set Up
Internet Connection, follow the steps
in the wizard, and repeat this process
for all of the other entries on the
Media Center Setup list that correspond to your hardware.
The General menu also contains entries that let you establish parental controls, which prevent unauthorized users
such as your kids from accessing racy
multimedia content. Beyond parental
controls, the default settings for the rest
of the entries on the General menu
should work ideally for most users.
In the main Settings menu, click TV
to access settings for recording and

tuner, assuming your TV tuner came
with one.

Working With Multimedia
Now that the settings are established, it’s time to have a little fun.
Let’s take a look at some of the multimedia features found in WMCE.
Media Library. You should configure
the My Videos, My Pictures, and My
Music entries. Clicking these for the
first time causes a pop-up menu to appear asking if you would like to add that
type of content to your Media Library.
Click Yes, click the Add Folders button,
click Next, and select Add Folders On
This Computer or Add Shared Folders
From Another Computer (or both)
before clicking Next. Click plus (+)
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symbols next to folder entries to expand
them and then select the checkboxes
next to folders you want to include to
add the contents of that folder to the
Media Library. The next time you click
one of those multimedia entries on the
Start menu, the folders you selected
should appear so you can watch, view,
or listen to the files contained inside
each one. If you want to add more
folders at a later time, right-click any
empty area of the screen and click Add
Videos, Add Pictures, or Add Music.
Create music playlists. You can
create music playlists directly from
Media Center that contain groups of
tracks arranged by mood, theme, or
anything else that tickles your fancy.
Right-click any album or track and
click Add To Queue. Repeat this until
everything you want is added, click the
icon in the lower-right corner for the
song that is currently playing, click
View Queue, and click Edit Queue.
Click the Up and Down arrows next to
each track to rearrange the order, if
necessary, or click the X next to a track
to remove it from the queue. Click
Save As Playlist, enter a playlist name,
and click Save. Now, when you click
My Music, you can click Playlists and
click the name of any playlist you’ve
created to hear that group of tracks.
Create an audio CD. Record your
custom mixes to an audio CD by inserting a blank CD in your recordable
drive, right-clicking any music track,
and clicking Create CD/DVD. In the
Disc Format menu, select Audio CD if
you want to create a CD you can listen

to in your car stereo or a hometheater CD player (as long as
those devices support the type
of CD media you are using),
or click Data CD if you want
to store tracks on the CD in
their current compressed digital
format (which some car stereos
and other CD players can’t read).
Click OK, give the CD a name,
click OK, and click Add More if
you want to add additional tracks to the
mix. A timer at the top tells you how
much space remains on the disc after
you add each track. Click Create CD to
make the recording.
Create a DVD slideshow. You can
use My Pictures to create a picture
DVD slideshow. Insert a recordable
DVD, right-click Create CD/DVD, and
select the DVD Slide Show option to
create a picture slideshow that will play
in most modern DVD players. Click
OK, give the DVD a new name if you’d
like, click OK, and click Add More to
add either pictures or music to the disc.
Click Create DVD when you are finished to finalize the recording.
Recorded TV. You also can transfer
television recordings to DVD. Click
My TV, click Recorded TV, rightclick the name of the show you want
to transfer, and click More Info (or
press More Info on your remote control). Click Create CD/DVD, select
Video DVD, click OK, give the disc a
name, and click OK. Click Add More
if you want to add more recorded
programs to the disc and click Create
DVD when you are finished.

You can create audio CDs containing a mix of
individual tracks or entire albums.

Don’t Forget The Plug-Ins
Media Center may focus on multimedia, but it can do a lot of other
things thanks to software called plugins. These work much like standard
WinXP software but are designed to integrate into Media Center via the More
Programs menu. Media Center comes
with a number of plug-ins, including
a Gem Master game and Microsoft
Messenger, and you can install additional plug-ins such as mceWeather
(free; www.scendix.com/mceweather),
which displays local weather forecasts.
Be sure to check out other plug-ins at
sites such as Windows Marketplace
(www.windowsmarketplace.com/con
tent.aspx?ctid=163) and The Green
Button (thegreenbutton.com). With
Windows Media Center, the possibilities are virtually endless, and you may
never do your computing in the computer room again. ❙❙
BY

TRACY BAKER

Expand Media Center With The Xbox 360

I

f a Media Center PC is the only computer in the
house it often isn’t practical to set it up in the living
room instead of the computer room or home office,
but there is a relatively inexpensive
alternative to purchasing an entirely new computer to hook up to
your shiny new HDTV: Microsoft’s

Xbox 360 ($299 to $399; www.xbox.com). Thanks to
software called Media Center Extender (free; www
.microsoft.com/windowsxp/mediacenter/extender
/default.mspx), the Xbox 360 can work like a virtual
extension of your Media Center PC, streaming songs,
videos, and pictures across the network for playback
and viewing on your television (or HDTV).
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n 1996, an up-and-coming
computer company known as
Gateway 2000 delivered the first
widely released media PC. In addition to its impressive technical
specifications, the Destination PC
featured a cordless keyboard and remote control, built-in TV tuner, surround-sound speakers, and a 31-inch
monitor. Gateway 2000 believed the
system would revolutionize the way
people used computers by hastening
the convergence of PC and home entertainment technologies.
Ten years later, the Destination is
long forgotten but the move toward
convergence continues. Microsoft’s
WMCE (Windows XP Media Center
Edition) represents what is arguably
the most successful effort so far.
Consumers who purchase a WMCEenabled PC enjoy the full breadth of
computing functionality provided by
WinXP, as well as a host of extended
entertainment features normally associated with a home theater. For
a full explanation of everything
WMCE has to offer, check out “Set
Up A Windows Media Center PC”
on page 61.
WMCE is available only preinstalled on computers sold by PC
manufacturers. If you want to

I
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transform your current computer
into a fully functioning media center,
you’ll have to find a way to do so
without the help of WMCE. That’s
where we come in.

Build A Media Center

version of DirectX (a programming interface that helps developers write programs that take
full advantage of a system’s
multimedia capabilities), networking hardware, and a DVD
drive (preferably a rewriteable
DVD drive).
Evaluate your system to determine which of these components and capabilities you already possess and which you
need. We recommend purchasing a new WMCE-enabled
PC if your computer is missing
three or more of these components. The time, money, and
effort required to upgrade an
old PC for media center performance—an upgrade that
not only involves the aforementioned components but could also include a new motherboard and power
supply—will most likely outweigh
the expense of purchasing a reputable media-ready computer such as
the Dell Dimension E520 (starting
at $719; www.dell.com) or the eMachines C6535 (starting at $699.99;
www.emachines.com).
Once you have a computer that can
handle the basic capabilities of multimedia functionality, your next step is
to scout out a place to put it. The
most important consideration is comfort. You should position the mediaready PC somewhere you can relax
and enjoy your digital media, such as

Not every computer has the power
and the parts to double as a home entertainment system. That’s why the
first step in building a media-ready
PC involves taking stock of your existing equipment.
Generally speaking, a PC that aspires
to function as a media center should
include a monitor with a viewing area
of 21 inches or more, a 5.1 surroundsound speaker configuration, and broadband
Internet access. Additionally, the system should be
equipped with a powerful processor (we advise
a 1.8GHz or faster processor at minimum), ample RAM (something in
the range of 512MB to
2GB), a high-capacity
storage drive (or, better
yet, two high-capacity
SageTV is a PVR (personal video recorder) program that runs on
drives), a video card
Windows 98/Me, as well as Windows XP.
that supports the latest
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a family room or bedroom. The second most important consideration is
accessibility: Specifically, the computer must have access to power and
content (for example, electrical outlets, TV jacks, telephone lines, and
network cables), and you must have
convenient access to the computer (you need to be able to reach it
without climbing behind a couch,
crawling under a desk, or descending
into the basement). While rearranging the furniture, keep in mind that
the typical remote control works best
within a range of 15 to 20 feet and
that wireless network signals degrade
significantly when traveling through
cement walls and floors.

Media PC Makeover
You have a PC that looks like a
media center. Now it’s time to make
it act like one. For starters, the computer should play DVDs and audio
files in a convincing manner. That’s
why you need the surround-sound
speakers and a screen that’s big
enough to be seen from a couch
across the room. Beyond that, a
media-ready PC must enable you to
play and record broadcast television
programming, and it must allow you
to stream audio and video content to
other devices.
TV on the PC. A media-ready PC
doubles as a television for viewing
regular television programming. It
also functions as a PVR (personal
video recorder) to record, pause, and
rewind live broadcast feeds for more
convenient viewing at a later time.
The key component involved in a
PC-as-TV makeover is the video card.
At the very least, you need a card with
an integrated TV tuner. For best results
and optimum functionality, we recommend stepping up to a TV tuner card
that supports video capture capabilities
and MPEG-2 (Moving Picture Experts
Group-2) hardware acceleration. Such a
card will feature a coaxial cable input
jack so you can connect a television

You can stream your favorite digital video files
antenna or cable dito your television with help from a streaming
rectly to it. It also
media player such as the Buffalo LinkTheater
should sport a variety
mini pictured here. These products usually
of video input ports
come bundled with their own remote controls
for capturing confor convenient viewing.
tent from VCRs, DVD
players, handheld digital video recorders,
digital cable set-top
boxes, and similar devices. For optimum
performance, make
Tired of listening to
sure the card supports
MP3 files played
the NTSC (Nationthrough tiny
al Television System
computer speakers?
Committee; the widely
Invest in streaming
accepted standard for
audio hardware,
transmitting analog
such as the Logitech
television signals in
North America, someWireless
times referred to as the
Music System for
National Television
PC, to hear your
Standards Committee)
tracks the way they
and ATSC (Advanced
were meant to be heard.
Television Systems
Committee; a standard for transmitting
digital television signals in North America) tuning stancable. You can expect to spend $50 to
dards, as well.
$150 on a reputable TV tuner card with
Additionally, anyone who wishes to
capture capabilities.
connect a television to a PC needs a
Just as important as the card is the
video card that provides video output
PVR software that comes with it. This
ports. You need S-video or RCA
software handles the card’s programoutput ports to connect a standard
ming, scheduling, and recording catelevision to a PC, and you need DVI
pabilities. Most TV tuner cards come
(Digital Visual Interface; a digital-tobundled with proprietary software
digital connection standard) or HDMI
of this sort. ATI’s TV Wonder 650
(High-Definition Multimedia InterHDTV ($129; www.ati.com) ships
face; an advanced digital-to-digital
with a copy of Catalyst Media Center
connection standard that supports unsoftware, for instance, while the
compressed data transfers for high-deHauppauge WinTV-GO-Plus (about
finition content) output ports to
$49; www.hauppauge.com) includes
connect an HDTV (high-definition
a copy of SoftPVR. Third-party
television) to a PC.
PVR software, such as SnapStream’s
Lastly, we recommend investing in
Beyond TV ($69.99; www.snap
an internal PCI (Peripheral Component
stream.com) and ReplayTV PC EdiInterconnect) card as opposed to an extion ($99.95; www.replaytv.com), is
ternal device. The internal TV tuner will
also available.
cost less and, because it connects diStreaming media. A media-ready
rectly to the motherboard, provides
PC is not meant to operate as a standbetter performance than a tuner that
alone device. By connecting the comhooks up to the PC through a USB
puter to a local-area network, you
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effectively upgrade its functionality to
that of a media server.
At the most basic level, a mediaready PC can dish out multimedia files
just as it would any other file. All you
need are a functional broadband network and licensed copies of standardissue viewing applications (for example,
QuickTime Player and Windows Media
Player) installed on each computer in
the network. You then can use a
viewing application’s Open command
to access the photos, audio files, and
videos contained on the media-ready
PC’s storage drive.
Extend your viewing options with
third-party media streaming software,
which simplifies the process of retrieving content from a media-ready
PC and delivering it to other computers. You might use the streaming
software to transmit television programming to a laptop that doesn’t have
a TV tuner card, for instance, or to
forward a children’s program to the
computer in your daughter’s room.
SnapStream’s Beyond TV Link ($29.99)
and SageTV Placeshifter ($29.95;
www.sagetv.com) are two applications
that work with corresponding PVR
programs to serve live or recorded TV
content across a network.
Another option is to invest in
streaming hardware. Such hardware
usually connects to something other
than a computer—a television or a
stereo receiver, for instance—for the
purpose of transmitting PC content to
the other device. Hauppauge’s MediaMVP ($99.99 for wired version, $149
for wireless version) and the Buffalo
LinkTheater mini Network Media
Player (about $99, www.buffalotech
.com) are a pair of streaming video
players that deliver multimedia content
from a PC to your TV set. The cd3o
Network MP3 Player ($99 and up;
www.cd3o.com) and the Logitech
Wireless Music System for PC ($149.99;
www.logitech.com) are streaming audio
players that transmit music files from a
PC to a stereo receiver. All of these devices make it possible for you to enjoy
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your media files on something other
than a computer.
And what about DVDs? It’s possible
to make copies of your DVDs and
stream them over a network. You’ll
need a cloning program, such as Easy
DVD Rip ($34.95; www.homedvd
copy.com), and a streaming video device, such as the aforementioned
Hauppauge MediaMVP, to stream the
videos to another computer or television. Keep in mind, however, that
doing so is legally treacherous. We recommend caution when proceeding
down this course.

Put Control In Your Hands
With the addition of a couple of
programs and a piece of hardware or
two, you can convert a robust PC into

a robust home media center. But the
media center wouldn’t be complete if
it were missing that ubiquitous
symbol of modern living: the remote
control. Several of the programs and
devices described in this article come
bundled with complementary remote
controls or offer compatible remote
controls that you can buy for a small
fee. We encourage you to take advantage of these devices when available.
We also encourage you to consider
purchasing a cordless keyboard and
mouse set, such as the Logitech
Cordless Desktop MX 3200 Laser keyboard and mouse set ($99.99), to
round out your media-ready PC. With
these devices in hand, you’ll never
want to get off the couch again. ❙❙
BY JEFF

DODD

The Wired vs. Wireless Debate

T

o wire or not to wire,
that is the question
commonly asked by users who want to build
home networks around
their media-ready PCs.
Unfortunately, there’s no
easy answer.
The fact is that a hardwired Ethernet network
offers unbeatable speed,
steady reliability, and impenetrable security. Data
shot across a coil of Category 5 or Category 6
(commonly referred to as
CAT 5 or CAT 6) cable
can travel at rates of
100Mbps (megabits per
second) or faster. Better
yet, it’s immune to interference from microwave
ovens and cordless
phones. The same cannot be said of wireless
networking technologies,
at least not at the present time. Indeed, when

measured strictly by objective performance standards, 802.11a/g proves a
weak alternative to the
far-superior Ethernet.
But performance may
not be the most important issue to consider
when building a home
network around a mediaready PC. In fact, it may
not be an issue at all.
Network speed may not
matter to you if your
home network is small or
tightly knit; if you rarely
use the network to
transmit video files to
other computers; or if
the video files you transmit are highly compressed, brief in duration,
or saved at a low resolution. Ditto if a network
upgrade would require
you to dig into the walls.
Whether a person
should implement a

wired or wireless network to complement a
media-ready PC depends
on many things, including the user’s intentions and expectations,
the configuration of the
home entertainment
system, and the condition of the house. What’s
right for one person may
not meet the needs of
someone else. We advise
you to consider your
home entertainment
needs; review the system
requirements of your
multimedia hardware
(some streaming video
devices require an Ethernet connection, while
others do not); and
make a decision that
works with your existing
equipment, fits into your
budget, and satisfies
your individual performance expectations. ❙
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Hardware &
Software Reviews
ith so much information out there about computers
and technology, it can be difficult to even know where
to start. What should I consider when building a media center?
What are the best wireless networking products? Before you
make your next purchase, make sure you take a look at our
Hardware Reviews and Software Reviews sections for another
opinion. Reviews are separated into easy to find categories including Audio, Computer Parts & Components, Input devices
and much more. You’ll find all sorts of
great articles on topics ranging from
mobile computing and media players
to networking and video and photography. You can find articles not only
from Smart Computing, but PC Today
and Computer Power User, as well.
Search these articles and make your
next purchase a smart one.
To find these articles:

In the very first issue of PC Novice (January 1992), Smart
Computing’s predecessor, we reviewed Microsoft Works 2.0
for Windows and DOS. The Windows version required
Windows 3.0, DOS 3.1, and 1MB of RAM and cost $199. To
run the DOS version, you only needed 512KB RAM and DOS
2.0, at a bargain price of $149. We’ve come a long way.

W

1 Go to www.smartcomputing.com
and click Read Software Reviews or
Read Hardware Reviews.
2 Click any of the links to search by
product category. You can also
search by subcategory or simply
click the Show All link to view all articles under that heading.
3 To enter a keyword search, scroll to the bottom of the
page and customize your search. You can enter exact
terms, or broad subjects to find relevant articles within
our editorial database.
Subscribers, be sure
to add these articles to
your Personal Library so
you can keep all of your
information in one convenient location for future reference. Simply
log in and when you
view an article you want
to keep, click the Add
To My Personal Library
link at the top of the
page. Create as many
folders as you like to keep your information organized.

www.smartcomputing.com/MSFTWord
Many users have found that upgrading
hardware is an easy—and worthwhile—task. Sometimes, though,
the latest and greatest isn’t all it’s
cracked up to be. The early versions of new hardware are often
buggy, and it’s often a good idea to
wait for a later model that has all the
kinks worked out. Ditto for software.

An application that is still in beta is one the manufacturer is
still in the process of testing. Oftentimes, these unpolished
versions will be released so members of the public can use
them and report bugs. The stability of these apps
varies, so it’s best to use a bit of caution. Gmail, Google’s email program,
has been in beta for quite some
time and is generally
very stable. Internet
Explorer 7,
Microsoft’s
newest browser,
however, is reported to have
quite a few quirks.
From Our Online Dictionary

upgrade
To change a system or program to a new version of a
specific hardware or software product. Usually, companies will provide registered users with the more powerful
upgrade of a product at a discounted price to keep them
as customers. Also can refer to the new version of a
product (such as the upgrade for Microsoft Word).
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Desktop
Publishing
Beginner
20 for Windows
98/2000/Me/XP

Create shapes to
contain text in
the Text Box
Shape dialog box.

Dress Up Plain Text
nteresting text effects can be easily applied with
Broderbund Print Shop Deluxe 20. Finding the
appropriate functions, however, isn’t always easy.
We’ll sort out these tangled webs in this article.
Custom text comes in two types in Print Shop:
as graphics and as modified text. We will start
with the Text Tools list on the Object Toolbar on
the left side of the Print Shop window.
Click File and New and create a
new, blank project of any type.
Click the Text Tools bar to open
the drop-down menu. Click Insert
Text Box. A box with nine handles
appears on the Design Desk.
All of the tools available in the
Text Tools menu, except Insert
Headline, require a text box. We
talk about Insert Headline below.
Double-click inside the box, and a
cursor will appear. Enter some
text in the box.

I

Shapes Are Easily Applied

We are concerned with
the last three functions in
the Text Tools list. You can
apply all three by placing
the cursor in the text box.
Insert the cursor next to
the text you just typed.
The top
Click Apply Text Shape.
text/
A dialog box shows the
graphic combo
shapes that text in the
was created using the Create A Personal
text box will conform to.
Graphic dialog box. The bottom was created
Simply click the one you
by combining separately created elements.
want and then click OK.
Text in the text box will
conform to that shape. You can still edit the text in
its new shape.
Next up is Apply Stretch Text. Click it, and you
will see the text stretch to fill the text box. It has
no settings for customizing the effect. The only
way to do so is by resizing the text box. Drag a
handle to do so. The Apply Stretch Text button
works like a toggle. Click it a second time to remove the effect.
Click Apply Word Balloon. The Text Box
Shape dialog box appears. This label is misleading
because the selections you make here won’t
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change the text box shape. These options merely
create a shape within the text box.
The dialog box contains Shape and Word
Balloons tabs. On the Shape tab, you can select
shapes similar to those available with Apply Text
Shape. Here, though, you have a lot more options.
You can specify the background and outline
colors for the shape. You can flip the shape vertically and horizontally. A Preview pane lets you see
the effect before placing it on the Design Desk.
The Word Balloon tab is an exact replica of the
Shape tab in the number of options, except you use
cartoon-style balloons instead of shapes. Select a
shape or balloon and then click OK. You can click
No Shape or No Word Balloon to remove an effect.

Custom Text Treatments
Delete the text box on the Design Desk and
click Insert Headline. This function lets you
create a custom headline by selecting from a wide
variety of characteristics available through tabs. A
Preview window lets you monitor changes.
Click the Custom Graphics bar on the Object
Toolbar. We are concerned with the first three selections here. The dialog boxes for each are the
same, except for the types of text you can place in
the boxes and the Smart Suffix box when you
use Insert Number. Colors can be set for most
graphics, and color and font can be set for text.
Tint lets you set the darkness of the graphic.
These dialog boxes have an Editable Preview box
that lets you make changes before placing the
graphic on the Design Desk. The More Graphics
button takes you to the Art Gallery and the myriad
graphics you can use in addition to those in the lists.
These three functions work well if you want to
turn something out quickly. However, they don’t
give you the ability to specify a font size for the
text—a major drawback. You can create your
own graphic-text combinations without these
functions. Simply place the graphic you want to
use, add a text block, and then resize and position
them next to or overlapping each other.
Broderbund Print Shop Deluxe 20’s functions
often overlap, sometimes creating confusion
about how to accomplish a task. Now you know
several ways to decorate text. ❙❙
BY

TOM HANCOCK

Browsers
Quick Studies
Problem-Solver
Internet Explorer
7 (RC1)
Beginner

Internet Explorer
7’s revamped
Print Preview
window gives
you control over
how the Web
page is rendered
onto paper.

Print The Web In Internet Explorer 7
he Internet may be everywhere these days,
but sometimes you still need to put a bit of it
on paper to carry around. Microsoft’s Internet
Explorer 7 has built in an improved Print command that makes it easier to squeeze sometimes
unruly Web sites into 8.5- x 11-inch sections.
At press time, IE7 was available as an RC1
(Release Candidate 1) version that you could
download free from www.microsoft.com/ie. If
you’ve done much in the way of printing in previous versions of IE, you should be pleased with
the small but noticeable improvements worked
into version 7. It’s been a long time coming, but
some of the major gripes with Web page printing
have been minimized, if not resolved completely.
The problem is
that Web pages are
not designed to work
on a sheet of paper.
There are no page
breaks on a Web site.
The graphics and
other elements might
be too large or the
wrong shape to fit in
the confines of paper.
And, of course, static
paper won’t accommodate pages with
variable elements.
IE7 attempts to compensate for some of these
issues with easy controls over basic elements of
the paper layout. To give IE7’s print controls a
try, navigate to a relatively long page such as
Google News. You’ll find the Print button on the
right side, in the collection of buttons starting
with Home. The Print button itself looks somewhat like a printer (or maybe a robot head).
Click the button for a quick print job with all of
the default settings. To customize the print job,
click the small Down arrow next to the Print
button and select Print Preview.

T

Transition
Print Preview replaces your current browser
window with a print window that renders the
open page on a virtual sheet of paper. It can take
a second or two for the blank page to fill. By default, you see one standard-sized page at a time.

Next to the Print button on the left end of the
toolbar are two buttons that select the page orientation, either Portrait or Landscape. Many
Web sites will work with the standard orientation, but quite a few need a bit more room to
breathe. Choose the layout that works best.
If you need to take a closer look at the page to
see how the layout works, click the button that
looks like a page with arrows pointing left and
right. This zooms in the display so that the page
width fills the whole screen. You can scroll up or
down to see the rest of the site. Click the other
button, which features arrows pointing diagonally, to see the entire page again.
To see what a longer site looks like as it spills
onto other pages, click the drop-down menu that
reads 1 Page View by default. You can switch to
see two, three, six, or 12 pages at a time. Of
course, multiple pages on one screen means that
everything becomes too small to actually read.
But you may be able to find major layout problems before they’re committed to paper by
glancing at the entire printout.

Squeeze
Other than page orientation, there are two
things you can do to make a site look better on
paper. The first uses the drop-down menu on the
right side of the toolbar, which normally reads
Shrink To Fit. This default choice shrinks the elements of Web pages just enough that they should
fit within the margins of the page orientation
you’ve selected. If it looks like IE7 didn’t make
the best choice, you can choose a custom zoom
level. Click the menu to choose one of the other
options. You can shrink the Web page or blow it
up larger than standard size.
The other trick IE7 provides is customizable
margins. The lines just outside the page area on
the top and left side of the display mark the page
margins, and you can make them larger or smaller
by dragging the margin lines with your mouse
pointer. Try giving more room to a crowded page
or adjusting the margins in on a narrow layout.
It may take a bit of finagling, but IE7 provides
enough tools that most Web sites should be at
least legible when reduced to paper. ❙❙
BY

ALAN PHELPS
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Me/XP

Dazzle With Drop Caps
ormatting changes have long been a reliable
way to break up pages of text. When you
want a little more dazzle than just bold or italics
can deliver, consider the drop cap to spice up
your WordPerfect document.
Drop caps are used to decorate text at the start
of a paragraph. With a drop cap, the first letter of
the first word in that paragraph is a different size
than the rest of the word. Drop caps are frequently used in newsletters and magazine articles
to add interest to an otherwise
gray page.

F

Add Style

Use the Drop
Caps dialog box
to specify design
details.

Drop caps
dramatically
break up text.
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You can add a drop cap to a
blank line or at the beginning of
an existing paragraph. Click
where you want the drop cap to
appear. From the Format menu,
choose Paragraph and Drop Cap
or just click the property bar
button that has a drop cap “A” surrounded by text.
The Drop Caps dialog box opens with the
Format tab selected. There are three styles to
choose from: Drop Cap In Margin, which displays
the drop cap entirely in the left margin; 50% In
Margin, which inserts it so that half displays in the
left margin and half displays in the text; and Drop
Cap In Text, which inserts
it entirely within the text.
Each style is represented
by an example, so you can
see what you’re choosing.
With the style squared
away, look to the Height
section. The default setting is three, which represents the number of text
lines indented at the right
side of the drop cap. Use
the arrows to adjust the
number of lines or simply enter a new number.
The final section on the Style tab is Move
Paragraph Down. Like Height, this section has a
values box and arrows to increase or decrease the
value; the default setting in this Lines box is zero.
The Move Paragraph Down setting determines
how many lines of text are left blank at the right
side of the drop cap, as measured from the top of
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the drop cap. If the value is five, for example,
you’ll move four lines down and the text will be
on the same line as the bottom of the drop cap.

Font & Other Options
When you’ve finished with the Format tab, turn
to the Font tab. All of the standard formatting options are here, including Face, Color, Shading, and
Appearance . The default face setting is Times New
Roman, but you can change this. Make any other
choices you like, and you’ll see the changes reflected
in the preview at the bottom of the dialog box.
Let’s take a look at the final tab, Options. In the
Characters section, you can specify how many
characters the drop cap should include, starting
with the first letter of the current word. The default
setting is one, but you can expand it to include
more. If you want the entire first word to be the
drop cap, check the corresponding box.
The next section, Adjustments, offers three
tweaks. Wrap Text Around Drop Cap is selected by
default. This places the text around the drop cap,
rather than through it. Adjust For Diacritical
Marks moves the drop cap down slightly to accommodate letters using elements such as accent
marks. Adjust For Descenders allows paragraph
text to wrap around drop cap characters that extend below the text line.
Use the Position section to dictate precisely
how much of the drop cap you want in the left
margin. If you chose 50% In Margin as your style,
the Position value and slider bar would indicate
50%. Use either the value field or the slider to
change the percentage, if necessary.
The Options tab also includes a button labeled
Border/Fill, which opens the Drop cap border/fill
dialog box and lets you add a border or fill to the
drop cap.

See The Difference
Click OK. If you selected a blank line, begin
typing and WordPerfect will add the drop cap. If
you selected the beginning of an existing paragraph, you’ll see the new drop cap already at your
insertion point. The end result is the same—a
more dramatic beginning. ❙❙
BY

ANNE STEYER PHELPS
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Q&A Sites
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Ask MetaFilter, or
AskMeFi, is a
discussion area in
which members
serve up wideranging questions
and answers.

Seek Answers From Actual People
oogle (www.google.com) is so useful that
the word itself is morphing into a verb, but
search engines can’t answer every question. Some
queries demand old-fashioned answers from an
old-fashioned source: actual people.
A variety of Q&A sites have come and gone over
the years. Several feature volunteers who stand
ready to answer what questions they can, but as
with anything in computerdom, the key to usefulness is the size of the network. More readers means
more potential knowledge and better answers.
Standing at the top of the heap with regard to
pure numbers (and with entertainment value to
boot) is Ask MetaFilter, or AskMeFi (ask.meta
filter.com). AskMeFi features an eclectic Q&A
mash touching on just about any topic you
can think up. Site devotees frequently call upon
the Ask MetaFilter community for advice on
everything from scenic drives to computer malfunctions. Members offer relationship tips, job
hunting how-tos, travel help, and much more.
Given the size of the AskMeFi community, it
could very well be that someone has already asked
your question and numerous someones have provided helpful answers. Before you post anything,
you’ll want to read through some of the existing content. You could
simply start with the
most recent questions
and work your way
backward if you have
some time to kill. If not,
use the search tool in
the upper-right corner.
Enter a keyword or
phrase, press ENTER,
and see what comes up.
Another way to look
through the existing
questions is to use tags or categories. Both are
listed in a column on the right side of the page.
Categories are pretty self-explanatory. Tags are
similar to categories but can be more descriptive
when you start combining them. When you see
an interesting question, click the small link
stating the number of answers to see responses.
To pose a new query or post an answer to
someone else’s query, you must register with the
site. Click New User on the main Ask MetaFilter
page to get a feel for the site’s philosophy and

G

guidelines. You’ll need to contribute a one-time $5
fee to help pay for the servers.
RSS (Really Simple Syndication) addicts can get
a regular dose of Ask MetaFilter without having to
load the site every day. On the main AskMeFi page,
scroll down to the bottom of the right-hand
column to find links to the regular RSS feed, along
with buttons to popular readers such as Bloglines
and NewsGator. Using AskMeFi through RSS is a
good way to separate the questions you’ve already
seen from brand-new material.

Questions Please
Another potentially interesting Q&A site trying
to get off the ground is Yedda (www.yedda.com),
which incorporates personalization features to
bring relevant questions to your version of
Yedda’s home screen. Enter your interests during
registration, and you’ll see questions related to
those topics every time you log on. Yedda also
alerts users to unanswered questions that, based
on their profile, they might be able to address.
The only problem with Yedda so far is a relative
lack of users. Although AskMeFi doesn’t sport
some of the new-fangled enhancements Yedda
adds, AskMeFi boasts a larger user community.

Quick Answer
Another service worth a look links questioners
with answers in real time, without waiting for Web
site postings. Qunu (www.qunu.com) works with
IM (instant messaging) software to connect folks
who just want to help other folks. The free service
relies on kind-hearted strangers to walk each other
through computer-related questions.
Users seeking help can post a query, which
Qunu matches to an “expert” user who described
himself using some or all of those same keywords. The two users instantly meet through
their IM clients. Not only can you get help right
away, but you can also ask a follow-up question
or two during the same text chat.
The site is fairly new, and the expert roster is a
bit thin so far. That this idea works at all, though,
gives you some faith in humanity, and it makes a
good complement to your faith in Google. ❙❙
BY

ALAN PHELPS
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How-To
Spreadsheet
Advanced
2002 for
Win9x/NT
4.0/2000/XP

A Few Fantastic Functions
unctions are preformatted formulas that carry
out all kinds of operations once you insert
your specific data or cell references for them to act
on. Below are a few cool functions that are probably new to you, but are definitely worth a look.
Keep in mind that you can insert any function
into a cell by clicking the Insert Function button
on the Formula bar. The dialog box that appears
lets you look through all of Excel’s functions and
displays a short description of each one at the
bottom of the box. When you click a function, a
Function Arguments dialog box appears, making
it easy to fill in the formula.

F

PERCENTRANK & PERCENTILE

Use the SUMIF
function to
count only the
values that meet
a threshold you
set (sales of more
than $5,000, in
this example).
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Use the first function to find where a number
stands as a percentage of a comparative set of data.
To use the function, click the Insert Function
button, type percent in the box and press ENTER.
Click PERCENTRANK, and a Function Arguments box appears. The Array is the range of numbers to compare against; X is the number you’re
ranking. The result will tell you something like
0.33, indicating your chosen value ranks above 1/3
of the group and below 2/3 of it.
(Reformat the results cell as a
percentage if that makes the
meaning clearer to you.)
PERCENTILE, a related function, identifies the number in a
list that marks a percentage
threshold you determine. You
may, for example, want to know
which scores rank in the top
15% of a class. You’d set the formula up to find the
85th percentile by entering 0.85 in the last function’s last argument. The resulting number shows
you where the cutoff point is.

ROUNDUP
This function doesn’t work well with little dogies, but it’s great for rounding numbers to the
nearest whole. This is different from merely lopping off the decimal places of a number using the
settings under the Format Cells command. The
formatting trick hides the decimal values, but it
doesn’t change the number’s value. ROUNDUP
actually alters the value by rounding it. Let’s say
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you do business like a friendly cell phone company and round partial minutes up to whole
ones. ROUNDUP also works with decimal places,
turning something such as 17.12345 to 17.13 if
you selected two decimal places in the formula.
ROUNDUP travels with its pals, ROUND and
ROUNDDOWN. The latter’s function is pretty
obvious. ROUND is the most equitable of this
crew, rounding each number up or down as dictated by the digits beside your chosen cutoff point.

SUMIF
This variation on the basic SUM function includes values in a total only if they meet criteria
you set. For example, you might be adding up
sales that count toward a sales award, but in this
contest, only sales above $5,000 count. SUMIF
can sort through all the figures and pull out the
relevant ones if you enter the argument “>5000”
for the Criteria in the Function Arguments box.

COMBIN
The non-cryptologists among us may not find
many everyday uses for COMBIN, but it’s fun to
play with. Ever wonder how many combinations
are possible for a lock? COMBIN can figure it out.
On a more practical level, use COMBIN for things
such as figuring out how many possible product
combinations your customers could create by
choosing any three of the 12 modular widget components in your inventory (1,320 combos).

CONCATENATE
Check out the cool text statements CONCATENATE helps you produce. It pulls information
from various cells and combines them into a statement, such as “The inventory status for widgets is
4,322 items in stock and 3,000 items on order.” In
this example, the function is pulling “widgets” and
the two numbers from three cells and combining
them into a sentence. The function looks like this:
=CONCATENATE(“The inventory status for
“,F15,” is “,G15,” in stock and “,H15,” items on
order.”) Each time the inventory numbers change,
the text statement is updated, as well. ❙❙
BY

TREVOR MEERS

Microsoft PowerPoint 2002
Quick Studies
Problem-Solver
Presentation
Advanced
2002 for
Win9x/NT
4.0/2000/XP

Troubleshooting Diagrams
t’s easy to present ideas visually with PowerPoint’s ready-made pyramid diagrams, organizational charts, and other items available
through the Insert Diagram button on the
Drawing toolbar. But these graphics come with a
lot of preformatted parts, so they can present
some headaches when you’re learning to manage
them. Read on for solutions to the most common
frustrations with diagrams.

I

Why can’t I resize my entire diagram?
After inserting a diagram into a slide, you can
resize it like any other art element, but getting the
sizing handles to appear can be confusing at first.
You may click the diagram and see only cropping
handles around it, rather than the round sizing
handles you’re used to dragging to change an object’s dimensions. Make the sizing handles appear
by clicking your diagram to reveal the Diagram
toolbar. Then click the Layout button and choose
Scale Diagram. Now you can resize the entire diagram at once, meaning all the pieces (including
text’s font size) will change appropriately.

If you can’t get
sizing handles to
appear on the
parts of your
diagram, click
the AutoLayout
option.

I like the diagram type I chose, but it looks pretty
bland. What are my options?
Click a part of the diagram and use the Drawing
toolbar’s buttons to modify attributes such as fill
color, line thickness
and shadows. (Not
working? See below.)
Click text boxes to
change the font, size,
and color.
For more readymade styles, click the
Diagram toolbar’s colorful button with the
lightning bolt. This is
the AutoFormat button, which takes you to the
Diagram Style Gallery. Here you can choose from
several preformatted looks for your type of diagram, such as putting various outlines on the
parts, adding a gradient array of “fire” colors, a
3D look, and various shadings.
Why can’t I change the fill color or shadows on
the objects in my diagram?
Applying an AutoFormat as described above
puts the diagram’s parts on autopilot and out of

your hands. Elements such as Fill Color and
shadows are not changeable until you remove
the AutoFormat.
Why can’t I resize the individual parts of my chart?
When you click the levels of a pyramid chart
or the circles of a Venn diagram (those cool circles that show how elements overlap), you may
see nothing but Xs in the sizing handles. To produce the actual working handles, click the
Diagram toolbar’s Layout button and select
AutoLayout.
The diagram type is fine, but it needs more
places for my info. How do I add to it?
If you’re talking about text, you can type as
much information as you’d like into the text
boxes that come as part of your diagram. Just
click the box and start typing; start new lines by
pressing ENTER.
If you need more elements in your diagram,
such as an extra level in a pyramid or another
circle in a Venn diagram, use the Diagram toolbar’s Insert Shape button. The other shapes automatically resize to accommodate the new one.
You can delete a shape at any time by clicking it
and pressing DELETE.
How do I move items around in the diagram?
Just click an object and drag it where you need
it. If the sizing handles aren’t working, see the
fourth question above.
To switch the order of shapes, use the Move
Shape Forward or Move Shape Backward buttons
on the Diagram toolbar. Each click slides the selected shape one slot in either direction.
If you decide you’ve set up the diagram’s concept backward, swap it all at once with the toolbar’s
Reverse Diagram button. In a pyramid, for example, this sends the capstone item to the base and
vice versa.
Can I animate the diagram?
You can animate diagrams like any other object
on a slide. Choose Slide Show and Custom
Animation. Click the diagram and choose an animation effect by clicking Add Effect in the task
pane on the right. ❙❙
BY
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Quick Tips
Secrets For Succeeding In Common Tasks
Audio

Question: How can I stop Rhapsody from playing
a song as soon as I select it from the Music Guide?
Answer: By default, Rhapsody (www.rhapsody
.com) will add a new song to the playlist and start
streaming the new tune as soon as you click the
song's Play button on the Web-based Music
Guide. This can be annoying if you're trying to add
a bunch of new songs. You can stop this behavior

USB Devices

Question: Why can't I download photos from my
digital camera by connecting it to the USB ports
on my keyboard?
Answer: Keyboards such as Microsoft's Internet
Keyboard Pro include a built-in hub which provides two USB ports. The built-in hub makes it
more convenient than having to reach down or
behind the PC to attach USB devices. However,
some USB peripherals malfunction when attached
to an external USB hub. In many cases, the external hub is not powered or doesn’t provide
enough power to operate the USB device. In other

Microsoft
Word 2003

Question: I do a lot of work with technical documents, and Microsoft Word is constantly automatically correcting words that I don’t want to
change. Can I stop Word from forcing changes?
A n s w e r : The spell checker in Microsoft Word
2003 is designed to adjust words automatically
when it perceives common spelling errors—it's
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by launching Rhapsody and clicking Tools and
Preferences. In the General preferences, select the
Clicking The Play Button In The Music Guide option. If the Plays Song Immediately radio button is
selected, click the Adds Song To Mixer radio
button instead. Click OK to save your changes.
Now when you choose a new song it's simply
added to your playlist, and you won't need to stop
the player each time you add a song.

cases, the presence of a hub upsets the signal
timing, causing problems with the USB device.
Simple USB devices such as mice, keyboards, joysticks, flash drives, and other low-power devices
will probably connect to your USB hub ports just
fine. More advanced USB devices such as cameras, printers, scanners, and external hard drives
can be a bit more problematic. You can try connecting your camera to the hub; if the PC doesn’t
recognize the camera once it's connected (or it
fails to download photos properly), try connecting it directly to the PC’s USB port.

intended to be a convenience, but it can be annoying if it's changing intended spellings. With
Word running, click Tools and Options, select
the Spelling & Grammar tab, and deselect the
Always Suggest Corrections checkbox. Click OK
to save your changes. Word should continue to
flag nonconforming words with the spell checker,
but it will not change words for you on the fly.

Keep your Deleted
Items folder small
by erasing deleted
items each time
you exit Outlook.

You can configure Rhapsody to
download songs to your playlist
without playing them immediately.

BY STEPHEN

Microsoft Word can
fix many common
spelling errors, but
you can prevent this
automatic oversight.

Quick Tips

Data
Compression

Question: I use data compression to save space
when I write my CDs, but I never seem to get much
more space on the disc. I thought 2:1 compression
would give me twice the space. What's happening?
Answer: You're right in theory; 2:1 compression
should give you twice the effective disc space. For
example, writing with 2:1 compression should fit
up to 1.2GB on a 640MB CD. However, not all
file types provide good compression, and individual files compress differently. Therefore, there
is no guarantee that a compression tool will
achieve the space that is theoretically possible.
Data compression works by replacing repetitive
portions of file data with a small representative

Laptop
Batteries

Question: Is it a good idea to buy a second battery
for my laptop, or should I save my money?
Answer: Batteries are electrochemical devices, and
they eventually wear out from the stress of repeated
charge/discharge cycles. Having additional batteries
lets you alternate their use, spreading out the wear
and tear across multiple batteries. But batteries can

Microsoft
Outlook 2003

VoIP

Question: I hate having to manually empty my
Deleted Items folder just to get rid of spam. Is there
an easier way to keep this folder clear?

token. When the compressed file is read back, the
tokens are converted back into the original data.
Files without repeating data patterns don’t compress well. File formats that already include some
form of compression, such as photo and audio files,
compress very poorly. If you're archiving your MP3
collection, for example, you may see little space savings on the CD. By comparison, standard Word
document files usually compress very well.
There's really no way to fix this problem because this is simply the way compression works.
But you can usually achieve better average compression by copying a mix of files to each disc
such as documents, executables, pictures,
spreadsheets, music, and so on.
also be costly, so consider your need for mobility
before committing your cash. If you're mainly
working from AC power at a desk, chances are that
you won't need a second battery. However, road
warriors who use battery power for several hours at
time on a regular basis will definitely benefit from a
second charged battery pack—perhaps even a third
if you must be mobile for extended periods.
Apply and OK. Now, each time you exit Outlook,
you'll be prompted to purge the deleted items.

Answer: You can configure Microsoft Outlook
2003 to empty the Deleted Items folder automatically each time you exit Outlook. With Outlook
running, click Tools, Options, and select the
Other tab. Check the Empty The Deleted Items
Folder Upon Exiting checkbox and then click

If you don’t want Outlook to prompt you before
deleting items, restart Outlook, click Tools,
Options, select the Other tab, and click the
Advanced Options button. Uncheck the Warn
Before Permanently Deleting Items checkbox and
click OK. Outlook will then purge deleted items
and exit automatically.

Question: Why can't my printer/scanner/fax send a
fax through my new VoIP (Voice over Internet
Protocol) setup?

to go below 2400 baud. Yes, it's slower faxing than
you might be used to, but the money saved on
long-distance charges should take the sting out.

Answer: It will work, but the conversion from audio
fax signals into Ethernet packets and back again can
cause connection problems at high fax speeds. If
your fax unit has trouble connecting—or it connects but can't successfully send a page—try lowering the bit rate on your fax. For example, start at
9800 baud and lower the speed in increments until
you find a speed that works. You should not need

However, these days there are better ways to send
documents. You can use PC software to scan a
document directly to PDF (Portable Document
Format) and then email the document as an attachment to a recipient. This process is often faster
than conventional faxing, it generates a file of the
document, and the recipient can also print the
document or preserve it in electronic form.
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GPS Goes Mainstream
Handy Devices Now Common In Cars, Boats & Shirt Pockets
t was a revolution, but a very quiet one. A few years
ago GPS (global positioning system) devices were
difficult-to-use, very expensive, and not particularly
common; suddenly, they’re simple, relatively affordable,
and ubiquitous. (Many are also small enough to fit in
a pocket or backpack.)

I

Here’s a roundup of some of our favorite GPS units,
along with some pertinent info about each. Keep in mind
that there are dozens of manufacturers, many of which are
not represented here; this sampling is merely a collection
of devices that we were able to test and that we’re comfortable recommending.

The Routis RoadMentor EZ100, from Deluo ($540, less any discounts; www.deluogps.com), includes solid maps from NAVTEQ, a
3.5-inch color display, and large, easy-to-use buttons, which are a
definite help when trying to press a button in a moving car. (Or if
your eyes aren’t what they used to be.)
The EZ100’s mounting
hardware is extremely sturdy,
considering its
small size.

Cobra’s Nav One 4500 ($999.95; www.cobra.com)
provides millions of POIs (points of interest) displayed on a large (5.2-inch) color screen that’s readable even in bright daylight. For an additional
charge, you can add a traffic monitor that overlays
accidents and other traffic info on the maps. The internal hard drive provides plenty of storage space for
maps of the entire country.

Navman’s iCN750 ($799.95; www.navman.com) is
one of a new breed of “photo aware” GPS devices.
You can take a picture with your digital camera,
move the image to the GPS unit, and then navigate
to a POI by clicking a photo of it. The 4-inch touchscreen is bright and easy-to-read. The unit offers
Fuel and Park buttons, both very handy when running low on gas or when trying to find a parking
spot. Note that by the time you read this, the iCN750
may have been replaced by Navman’s N60i. At $599,
the new unit is not only less expensive, but it’s also
said to be faster and smaller.
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The PC Connection
This is a computer magazine, after all, and there is
definitely a connection between your computer and
most of these devices. Consider the fact that maps
change: New highways are added, old roads closed, new
developments are built, and street names change. Not
all GPS units offers enough storage to hold street-level
maps of the entire country, so there must be some provision for adding and/or updating maps. The software
that displays the maps and routes changes, too: As with
any other software, bugs must be fixed and new features must be added.
How does this updating take place? Usually through
a USB cable connected to your PC. Just run the utility
software included with your device and follow the onscreen instructions to add or update maps and to upgrade the unit’s software.

Find Your Way Home
As GPS technology has matured, we’ve seen a definite trend
toward easier-to-understand, more user-friendly interfaces.
Almost all such devices let you quickly and easily find and navigate to a specific POI via a process similar to that noted below,
which we’ve illustrated using the Cobra Nav One 4500.

Click a button to enter
the appropriate menu.

Enter a street name.

Lowrance’s iWay 500C ($799, less any rebates; www.lowrance.com)
is the only unit in our roundup to bear a “marine” designation.
Designed to be mounted in a car or boat (interestingly, it also comes
with a motorcycle handlebar mount), the device is said to be not
merely water-resistant, but waterproof. (We tested. It’s definitely
waterproof, but it isn’t waterproof indefinitely.) This is a very sturdy
unit that can take lots of abuse, and its 5-inch display is easy to read.
In spite of the “marine” designation, don’t count on it for serious offshore navigating: It won’t accept true NOAA charts. On land, though,
this unit works extremely well; it’s definitely one of our favorites.
These days, most name-brand GPS units are more
than serviceable: They quickly lock on to several GPS
satellites; display clear, easy-to-read maps; deliver understandable audio directions; and create accurate,
easy-to-follow routes for travelers. The units themselves
have largely become commodities. To some extent,
what differentiates them—and what you’re really
paying for—are extras such as support and warranty
services, larger display size, the ability to play music
and/or video, and additional conveniences such as
Navman’s NavPix photo-navigation feature.

Enter the address.

Store the address as
a Favorite or POI, or
navigate to it.

Of course, if you don’t have a specific address in mind,
that’s OK. Most GPS units now include thousands—or even
millions—of pre-entered POIs: hospitals, stores, restaurants,
gas stations, entertainment venues, and more.
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Unblock Your Email

If you often see this
warning in Reader,
it’s time to update to
a newer version.

What To Do When . . .

Your PDF Documents
Cause Problems
C
ompatibility is a common issue with
computers, software, and electronic
gadgets. For example, is your operating
system capable of running the latest programs?
Can you play MP3 files downloaded from Apple
iTunes on a non-iPod player?
With Adobe PDF (Portable Document Format)
files, however, compatibility shouldn’t be an issue.
Since its debut more than 15 years ago, this file
format has been used with a variety of computer
platforms and Web browsers. If you have downloaded and installed the free Acrobat or Adobe
Reader from the Adobe Web site (www.adobe
.com/downloads), you should
be able to view and print
PDF files.
(NOTE: Older versions of
Reader are called Acrobat
Reader, and newer versions
are called Adobe Reader. We
will refer to the program as
Reader to avoid confusion.)
Of course, nothing is perfect, and sometimes
problems arise when working with PDF files. As
we’ll explain, fixing an apparent PDF conflict
shouldn’t be too difficult.

Online Conflicts

If a PDF file won’t
print, you can try
printing the file as an
image by selecting
Print As Image in
the Advanced Print
Setup options.
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Sometimes you may encounter a
problem when you try to open a PDF
file online through your Web browser. For instance, when you click a link
to a PDF file, the document doesn’t
open and all you see is a red “X” in
the browser window or a placeholder icon.
There are a several ways to troubleshoot this
problem. The first is a quick workaround: Save
the PDF file to your hard drive (right-click the
file link, choose Save Target As, select a location
in the Save As dialog box, and click Save) and
then try opening it through Windows Explorer.

/ www.smartcomputing.com

Another option is to
check Reader’s settings
to make sure it can
display a PDF file in
your browser. If this
setting is enabled,
the PDF will open
in your browser window and you won’t even
see Reader.
To enable this setting in Reader, open the Edit
menu and choose Preferences. Next, select either
Options or Internet (the two options will be different depending on your version of Reader). Make
sure the Display PDF In Browser option is selected.
Close Reader and try to open the PDF file again.
At the same time, trying to display a PDF file
through your browser could be the problem. To
determine if this is the case, open Reader, uncheck
the Display PDF In Browser option mentioned
above, close Reader, and try to view the PDF file
this way. This is a good option if, for instance, the
PDF file you’re trying to view was created with a
security feature that an older version of Reader
can’t handle. Viewing the PDF file through Reader
instead of your browser may solve the problem.
If you are using Internet Explorer, problems
could be rooted in your IE security settings. If
you are running Windows XP Service Pack 2, you
can open Internet Explorer and select Manage
Add-ons from the Tools menu. From the Show
drop-down menu, choose Add-ons That Have
Been Used By Internet Explorer. You should see
Adobe Acrobat Control (listed as pdf.ocx in the
File column). Make sure this add-on is Enabled
in the Status column. If it’s Disabled, highlight
the Adobe Acrobat Control entry, select the
Enable radio button, and click OK.

Update Acrobat Reader
One thing we like about the Adobe family
of programs is that older versions of Reader

TECH SUPPORT
PDF Problems

usually can read PDF files created in a
newer version of Adobe programs.
You don’t have to immediately update Reader every time a new version becomes available.
However, sometimes PDF
files simply won’t display in older versions of Reader.
For instance,
we have a copy
of Reader 5.0 on our
system that displays most of the
PDF files we try to open. How-ever,
it doesn’t display all PDF files. And, if
they do open, the PDF files are not always fully displayed. When this happens, we see a notice that states, “This
file may contain newer information
than this viewer can support.”
If you often see this message when
using Reader, it’s time to update.
The Adobe Web site has a link for
the newest version (at press time,
Adobe Reader 7.0.8 for WinXP). If
you’re running an earlier version
of Windows, you can choose the
appropriate version of Reader—
for example, version 6.0.1 for Windows 2000.

Printing Problems
Perhaps the problems you encounter with PDF files come not
when trying to view them but when
trying to print them.
If a PDF file won’t print, first do a
test to see if the problem is with the
file—it could be damaged or corrupted—as opposed to a problem
with Reader or your system. You can
test print a page from another PDF
file or print one page from Reader’s
Help menu. If another PDF file displays and prints OK, the problem
likely rests with the PDF file in question, not Reader or your system.
One solution is to print the problem PDF file as a bitmap image (a
pixel-based image). If you’re using
Reader 6.0 or above, choose File,
Print, and click the Advanced button.
Click the Print As Image option and

click OK twice. If you’re using Reader
Document Security in older versions
5.x, select File, Print, Print As Image,
of Reader), and click Security. On
and click OK. This workaround won’t
this page you can see what you
pinpoint the source of the problem,
are and aren’t allowed to do with
but it solves many of the problems
the document.
between PDF files and printers.
Another common PDF problem is
If the PDF file is lengthy, try printassociated with trying to view a PDF
ing it in small batches, no more
on a Macintosh system. Mac OS users
than five to 10 pages at a time.
may have trouble displaying a PDF
It’s possible that only a small porfile, and they may think the reason is
tion of the file—even one page—is
that the PDF document was created
the source of the problem due to an
on a PC system. But remember, PDF
image or special font used. A large
is a platform-independent format, so
PDF file also can cause
memory problems with
your printer, so printing in batches will
resolve this issue. In
addition, Adobe suggests keeping the free
space on your hard
drive at least three to
five times the size of
the file you’re attempting to print.
Finally, an outdated
printer driver could be
the source of the printIf you cannot view a PDF (Portable Document Format) file online, you
ing conflict. Go to the
may need to enable the Display PDF In Browser setting in Reader.
Web site of your printer’s manufacturer to
see if you need to download and inthat shouldn’t be the issue. Instead,
stall a newer driver for your printer.
the problem may be with Viewer, the
built-in PDF viewer in Mac. Use the
Settings menu in Viewer to make
Other Issues
Adobe Reader the default viewer for
Sometimes access and printing
PDF documents.
problems with PDF files are intentional, and there’s nothing you can
If All Else Fails
change on your system to correct the
situation. For example, Adobe Acrobat
If none of these solutions solves
and QuarkXPress have security setyour problem, then it’s possible that
tings that document writers can use to
something is wrong with Reader itblock others from opening, copying,
self. Newer versions of Reader conor printing a file. In addition, thirdtain a Detect And Repair command
party programs, such as PDFGuard
in the Help menu. Run this com(www.zappersoftware.com/pdfguard
mand to see if part of Reader, such
.html), let PDF creators encrypt files—
as its ActiveX plug-ins, is missing
and thus protect copyrighted mateor corrupted. If this tool does make
rial—so that only users with the
a change to Reader, restart your
PDFGuard Viewer can open them.
system before proceeding with anyTo see what we mean, open a PDF
thing else. ❙❙
file with Reader, choose Document
BY RACHEL DEROWITSCH
Properties from the File menu (or
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EXAMINING ERRORS
Problem: A reader receives an error
message during the PC’s boot routine.
The error prevents him from accessing Windows or the hard drive.
Error Message: “Devldr16 (Not
Responding)”
Solution: Devldr16.exe is a driver
file associated with the Creative Labs
Sound Blaster Live! sound card. The
file activates the sound card so the
reader can hear sound through his PC’s
speakers. Windows tries to load the file
each time it starts. In this case, Windows cannot open the file so it presents
an error message and terminates the
boot routine immediately.
A typical fix for an error message
such as this is to access the Device
Manager, delete the bad driver, and reinstall a good one. To access the Device

Problem: After erasing the hard
drive and reinstalling Windows 98SE
on his Compaq Armada 1750 laptop
computer, a reader reports that the
USB port no longer works. While
trying to connect a new external
modem to the USB port, the reader
receives an error message.
Error Message: “The drivers for this
device are not installed (Code 28).”
Solution: The Code 28 error in
Win98 occurs when a device is not installed properly. The device in question
could be the external modem, or it
could be the USB port. The first thing
we suggest the reader do is eliminate
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DODD

Manager in Windows XP, right-click
My Computer and select Properties. In
the resulting System Properties dialog
box, select the Hardware tab and click
the Device Manager button. The Device Manager dialog box will appear
with a list of system components.
Expand the Sound, Video And Game
Controllers category, right-click the
faulty Sound Blaster item, and select
Delete. After confirming the delete by
clicking Yes, the user can complete the
process by closing the Device Manager
and reinstalling the driver from the
WinXP installation disc.
However, the reader can’t do any of
this because he is unable to boot into
Windows. We recommend that he
boot into Safe Mode by pressing F8 repeatedly while starting the PC. The
Windows Startup Menu will appear.
The reader should select the Safe Mode

option and press ENTER. The reader
can follow the aforementioned instructions to access the Device Manager and remove the problematic
Sound Blaster file. He then should install a new sound card driver from the
WinXP installation disc. After rebooting into Normal Mode, the reader
should head to the Sound Blaster support site (www.soundblaster.com/sup
port) and download the latest driver
for his sound card. ❙

from the Device Manager any reference
to the modem. He should right-click
My Computer, select Properties, and
select the Device Manager tab in the resulting System Properties dialog box.
He should look under the Modems
heading for the name of the external
modem. He may not find a reference to
the modem there, but if he does, he
should delete it by right-clicking it and
selecting Uninstall.
The reader should check the system
requirements for the USB modem. It’s
possible the device is not compatible
with Win98, an OS (operating system)
that is considered archaic by many
hardware manufacturers and software
developers. If the modem does indeed
support Win98, the reader should try
to reinstall it by connecting it to the PC
and carefully following the instructions
outlined in the modem’s installation
manual. He should pay special attention to any instructions that pertain
specifically to Win98. He may need to
download a special Win98-compatible
driver, for instance, or install additional
software from the installation disc.

If the installation fails, the reader
should test the USB port by attempting
to install another USB device to it. The
second device must also support
Win98. The reader should use the Add
New Hardware tool (via the Control
Panel) to install the device. If the reader
succeeds in the second installation, the
problem most likely lies with the
modem and the reader should contact
the manufacturer for assistance. If the
second installation also fails, however,
then we suspect the USB port is bad—a
symptom of an aging motherboard.
The reader’s computer is quite old
and hardware support options are limited. He may be able to resolve his
problem by visiting the HP support
page (HP acquired Compaq in 2002) at
www.hp.com/country/us/en/support
.html and searching for help with his
Armada 1750. He should download
and install all available driver updates.
This might or might not fix the
problem. Replacing the motherboard
on an old laptop is not worth the effort,
so the reader may have to consider replacing his PC altogether. ❙
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Problem: One month after downloading and installing Norton
AntiVirus, a reader received an error
message indicating that the utility does
not support the Repair feature.
Error Message: “Norton AntiVirus
does not support the Repair feature.
Please uninstall and reinstall.”
Solution: Our first assumption is
that the utility has mistakenly identified a legitimate computing activity as
suspicious behavior. That is not the
case in this situation. Here, the reader’s

problem most likely points to a known
bug with the Symantec software. We
think the reader should follow the message’s recommendation and reinstall
the utility.
To do so, she should first should disable the autoprotection feature by
right-clicking the Norton AntiVirus
icon in the System Tray and selecting
the Disable Auto-Protect option. She
then can uninstall the utility by
opening the Control Panel in the Start
menu and accessing the Add Or Remove Programs tool. In the resulting
Add Or Remove Programs dialog box,

she should highlight the antivirus
utility and click the corresponding
Remove button. The reader should
follow the instructions to remove all
utility components, including the
Quarantine folder, and complete the
uninstall. She should reboot the system
before reinstalling the software.
To perform the reinstall, the reader
needs to locate the Nav061200.exe installation file on her PC. She can find
it by opening the Start menu, clicking
the Search option, selecting the All
Files And Folders option, typing
nav061200.exe, and clicking the
Search button. After the search utility
finds the file, she should double-click
it to launch the program installation.
If the utility doesn’t find the file, she
can download it again from the
Symantec site (www.symantec.com).
She will need her original order
number or email address (she may
have to pay a nominal Extended
Download Service fee if she placed her
original order more than 60 days ago).
Once the installation begins, the
reader should follow the on-screen instructions carefully. For best results,
she should install the program with its
default selections and allow the installer to load the file into the All
Programs folder on the Windows drive
(the drive on which Windows is installed). When the installation is complete, the reader should reboot her
system and then run the LiveUpdate
tool that came bundled with the antivirus utility. LiveUpdate will obtain
all updates for Norton AntiVirus and
install them on the reader’s PC. She
should reboot the system again when
the updates are complete.
If it appears that the program is running properly, the reader should leave
its settings as-is. We also advise against
moving the utility’s shortcut icon from
the Start menu or its files from the All
Programs folder, as both actions are
known to cause this error message. ❙

Have questions about an error message you've seen? Send us your message (errormessages@smartcomputing.com), and
we'll try to decipher it. Tell us what version of Windows you're using, give the full text of the error message,
and provide as many details in your explanation as possible. Volume prohibits individual replies.
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FAST FIXES
Update For Windows XP
Problem: Microsoft has identified an
error in Windows XP’s Filter Manager
that can prevent the installation of updates from Windows Update.
Resolution: Go to Microsoft’s
Download Center to download and
install this 550KB update. Use your
Web browser to go to www.microsoft
.com/downloads and type KB922582
in the Search field. Click the Go
button. Click to select Update For
Windows XP (KB922582). This download requires that you prove that you
have a genuine copy of Windows XP
installed. Click the Continue button to
begin this process. Follow the instructions to validate your software. When
the validation is complete, click the
Continue button in the upper-left
corner of the Quick Details box to
download the update. Locate the file
you downloaded (WindowsXP-KB
922582-x86-ENU.exe) and doubleclick it. After the update is installed,
you may need to restart your PC.
www.microsoft.com/downloads

Cumulative Update
For Internet Explorer 6 SP1
Problem: Internet Explorer 6 Service
Pack 1 contained a vulnerability in the
way that it processes long URLs. If you
visit a Web page designed to exploit
this security hole, the Web page could
execute code that lets an attacker take
control of your system.
Resolution: Download and install a 4MB patch. Go to Microsoft’s
Download Center (www.microsoft
.com/downloads) and type KB918
899 in the Search field and click
the Go button. Locate the link
titled Cumulative Update For Internet Explorer 6 SP1 (KB918899)
and dated 9/12/2006. Click the
link to go to the download page
for the file. Click the Download
button in the upper-left corner
of the Quick Details box. When a
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dialog box prompts you to install or
save the file, save the file to your
hard drive. To install the update,
double-click the file you downloaded

(IE6.0sp1-KB918899-Windows2000-XP-v3-x86-ENU.exe).
www.microsoft.com/downloads

FIX OF THE MONTH
Resolve Errors After Installing Cumulative Security Update
For Outlook Express (KB911567)
Problem: Earlier this year, Microsoft released the Cumulative Security Update For Outlook Express
(KB911567), which led many systems to display error messages
pertaining to the Windows Address
book. In some cases, it also prevented some users from sending emails
through Outlook Express, although
Outlook Express could still receive
incoming mail.
Resolution: If, after installing the
Cumulative Security Update For
Outlook Express (KB911567), your
computer displayed any of the symptoms outlined above, you should take
the following steps to resolve the
problem. First, uninstall Cumulative
Security Update For Outlook Express (KB911567) by clicking Start,
Control Panel (or Settings and Control Panel), and double-click Add Or
Remove Programs. Make sure there
is a check mark in the Show Updates
checkbox. In the Currently Installed
Programs And Updates list, click
the Cumulative Security Update For
Outlook Express (KB911567). Then
click the Remove button. Follow the
instructions on-screen to uninstall
the update. Make sure that you
can see hidden files and folders
and that you can see file extensions.
To do this, double-click My Computer. Then click Tools, Folder
Options, and the View tab. Under
Advanced Settings, make sure the
Show Hidden Files And Folders
radio button is selected and that the
Hide Extensions For Known File
Types checkbox is not selected. Then
click OK.

Next, browse to C:\DOCUMENTS
AND SETTINGS\USER\APPLICATION DATA\MICROSOFT\ADDRESS BOOK and right-click user
.wab. Click Copy. Then browse to
C:\DOCUMENTS AND SETTINGS\
USER\DESKTOP. Click the Edit
menu and Paste. You should now
see the user.wab file in the Desktop folder. Right-click user.wab and
click Rename. Type backup.wab and
press ENTER.
Next, click the Start menu and
Run. Type cmd in the Open field and
click OK. Next, type del “C:\Documents and Settings\user\Application
Data\Microsoft\Address Book\user.*”
This will delete all files in your
Microsoft Address Book that start
with your username. Click the Close
(X) button in the upper-right corner
of the window.
Next, launch Outlook Express.
Click the Tools menu and Address
Book. Click the File menu, Import,
and Address Book. Browse the file
backup.wab on your Desktop and
double-click to import it. Close
Outlook Express, and then download
and reinstall the update. To locate
the download, go to www.microsoft
.com/download and type KB911567
in the Search field. Click Go. Click
Cumulative Security Update For
Outlook Express For Windows Version (KB911567). Click the Download button. When prompted, choose
to save the file. Locate and doubleclick the file you just downloaded to
install it.
www.microsoft.com/downloads
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Need help with your hardware or software? Looking for simple
explanations on technical subjects? Send us your questions!
Get straight answers to your technical questions from Smart Computing. Send your questions,
along with a phone and/or fax number, so we can call you if necessary, to: Smart Computing
Q&A, P.O. Box 85380, Lincoln, NE 68501, or email us at q&a@smartcomputing.com. Please include all version numbers for the software about which you’re inquiring, operating system information, and any relevant information about your system. (Volume prohibits individual replies.)

Q

Utilities

I run Windows XP SP2 (Service Pack 2)
with 256MB of RAM on a DSL (Digital
Subscriber Line) connection. When I run
Defrag, it always ends up with a mess of red
lines showing me there were files that would
not defrag. Why is this? Do I need a defrag
utility to clean up my hard drive?

A

Defragging your hard drive can pay
handsome dividends in terms of performance, but as with any task, there’s a point
of diminishing returns. Our recommendation is to use Windows’ built-in Disk
Defragmenter utility twice each month in
two passes (accessed by opening the Start
menu, clicking All Programs, Accessories,
and System Tools). Any files that can’t be defragged are simply ignored. Some files can’t
be defragged, usually because there’s not
enough contiguous space to hold them, or

Q

I’m using WinXP SP2. When I look
in Task Manager, I see four copies of
Svchost.exe running, and they’re using
all the resources on my computer. Help!
I’ve killed Svchost.exe, but it keeps causing
these problems.

Windows
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A

Although Task Manager does provide
some information about the processes
running on your computer, it doesn’t really
do an adequate job of providing the context surrounding the process. Sysinternals’
Process Explorer (www.sysinternals.com) is a
free tool that not only shows individual
processes, but it also displays hierarchical
process trees, as well.
Being able to view a process tree is important when troubleshooting Windows issues because few applications run as single processes.
Instead, processes are launched and controlled
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they are system files that can’t be relocated
while your computer is running.
When you run Disk Defragmenter, you’ll
find that there are several files that the utility
simply can’t move to a better location.
Although many alternative defragmentation
utilities promise to do a better job of defragmenting your hard drive, they rarely do a
more thorough job; instead, they simply do a
faster defragmentation pass.
The reason is that defragging your hard drive
is designed to make it faster when accessing
files. Associated files are kept close together, reducing the amount of time your hard drive
spends retrieving the files. Over time, files become fragmented, especially with smaller hard
drives. You could defrag daily, keeping each file
in the optimal location. However, that would
conflict with the central goal of defragging your
hard drive in the first place: saving you time.

by parent processes. For example, when you
start Internet Explorer, you’re actually starting
Iexplore.exe (Internet Explorer’s executable
program) from within the Windows Desktop,
which is another program, Explorer.exe.
Depending on how many applications you’ve
launched, you may have multiple processes
running under the parent Explorer.exe. If you
were to use the Task Manager’s End Process
command to stop Explorer.exe, you could
cause unforeseeable effects. Process Explorer
lets you see each process’ context.
We’re not surprised that you’re seeing
multiple copies of Svchost.exe running;
Svchost.exe is an integral part of the Windows
OS (operating system). When you start Windows, Svchost.exe checks your computer’s
Registry to see which applications should be
run as services. Instead of having a single copy
of Svchost.exe managing all the services, there
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You can
alter the
Startup Type
setting by
right-clicking
the service
and selecting
Properties.

Hardware

are often numerous copies, each managing a
unique group of services.
If you mouse over one of the Svchost.exe
processes when viewed through Process
Explorer, it will display the services that it is
managing. You’ll also be able to see the resource utilization for each Svchost.exe. If you
see one of the Svchost.exe processes using an
unusual amount of CPU or RAM, take note of
the service it’s managing.
Next, you’ll want to open the Services
plug-in. In WinXP (Category View), click
Start, Control Panel, and Performance And
Maintenance. Select Administrative Tools and
open Services. Here you’ll see all the services
that are configured to run on your computer.
Find the questionable service and read its description. If it’s a service that doesn’t appear essential, highlight it, right-click, and then select
Stop. See if there are any unwanted side effects
as a result of stopping this service. If Windows

starts behaving erratically, you can restart the
service and see if Windows’ behavior improves.
If stopping the service hasn’t made your
computer go haywire, you can proceed to
disabling this service permanently. Most services that are running usually have their
Startup Type configured as Automatic. This
means that when your computer reboots,
Windows will automatically start these services. You can alter the Startup Type setting
by right-clicking the service and selecting
Properties. On the General tab, use the
Startup Type drop-down menu to change
the Startup Type from Automatic to Manual
and then click OK.
Once you’ve tracked down the recalcitrant
program that’s causing Svchost.exe to run
amok, make sure that its patches are up-todate. If it’s an unnecessary program, disable
it as we described, and you should then see
improved performance from your computer.

Q

control internal fan speeds (and temperature), as well as voltage values. If either one
or both get cranky, you’ll have a bad day.
Sometimes a combination of how you press
the case’s power button, plus the order in
which you use it in conjunction with the
main power button on the power supply, can
get the two components in sync and working
again—but this is a rare outcome, and the
pattern is not consistent.
Nevertheless, there is one more thing you
can try. If you don’t have them, download the
motherboard specs from Intel (www.intel
.com; search by the motherboard model
number) and try to get the manual for the case
(yes, the case) so that you can be certain the
nest of wires leading from the front of the
motherboard to the case is connected properly. Connecting the case’s power switch to the
reset terminals on the motherboard incorrectly can result in the no video, no POST
(power on self test) condition that you report.
If you’re absolutely certain that everything is
connected properly, and it still doesn’t work,
then you are probably going to be shopping
for some new hardware.

My computer starts up as soon as the
AC power cord is plugged into an outlet.
Pressing and holding the power button will
not shut down the system. When a working
monitor is connected, nothing is displayed. I
can hear the hard drive running, and the
processor/power supply fans are working. I
received this eMachines T2542 with no hard
drive, so I installed a clean hard drive. I contacted a tech support technician and was told
that the trouble may be with the power supply
itself, but more than likely the motherboard is
bad. He suggested contacting a third-party
source for a new motherboard or a motherboard/processor combo. Do you have any
suggestions? The processor is an Intel Celeron
2.5GHz. The motherboard is an Intel 845GV
with 256MB of memory, and I added a
Western Digital 40GB hard drive.

A

Based upon our experience with
modern motherboards and power supplies, we’d tend to agree with the report you
received from the tech support representative. Newer power supplies and motherboards communicate with each other to
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Multimedia

I want to use my daughter’s iPod mini
now that she has an iPod nano. She set
up her mini using her Mac PowerBook. I am
a WinXP user. I have been told that once an
iPod is configured using Mac OS X, it
cannot be converted to support Windows. Is
there a way to clear all the songs and reformat it? It seems to be a waste to have to
get rid of a perfectly good iPod just because
I don’t want to have to use my daughter’s
computer to download songs and manage
my playlists.

A

The rumor you’ve heard is unfounded.
It’s easy to reconfigure all iPods to
work properly with both Windows and
Mac OS X. First, you’ll need to download and install the most recent version
of iTunes (iTunes 7.0 at press time) from

Q

Windows

My Dell Dimension 2200 WinXP computer stopped giving me a menu when I
insert a CD into the drive. In fact, when I insert a CD, nothing happens. I get around this
by going to My Computer and clicking the CD
drive. The optical drive is a NEC NR-7900A
(24X/10X/40X CD-RW [CD-rewriteable]). I
would like see the menu that gives me options
such as Copy, Run Slide Show, etc. How do I
get that pop-up menu to appear again?

A

You can reset the CD drive’s behavior
for different media discs through the
drive’s Properties menu. Right-click Start and
then select Explore. Right-click your CD

Q

Does the old Microsoft program RegClean work with WinXP? I downloaded
it from Microsoft’s site a very long time ago. I
now have WinXP Pro and don’t know if
RegClean will work with it. I’m reluctant to
try it in case it causes problems.

Utilities
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Your caution is well-advised. Microsoft
has removed RegClean from all of its

Apple’s Web site (www.apple.com/itunes).
Next, launch iTunes and connect your iPod
to your computer. When your iPod is detected by iTunes, it will be displayed in
iTunes’ Source pane. Select your iPod in the
Source pane and you’ll see information
about your iPod in the Summary tab of
iTunes’ main window.
Click the Restore button to begin restoring
your iPod to factory defaults. In addition to
removing any platform-specific configurations, this will also wipe out any songs and
playlists on the iPod.
When the Restore process is complete,
iTunes will launch its Setup Assistant and
walk you through configuring your iPod.
When you’re finished, you’ll be able to
download songs to your iPod using your
Windows computer.

drive and select Properties. Under the
AutoPlay tab there is a drop-down menu for
each media type. Select Music files and then
click Restore Defaults. This will return your
system’s behavior to prompting you for an
action when a disc is inserted.
You also can customize different actions
based upon the media type. Simply select the
media type you wish to configure from the
drop-down menu and then click the Select An
Action To Perform radio button. Next, highlight the action you wish to assign to the
media and click Apply. You can enable this
for each media type, saving you from being
prompted each time a new disc is inserted.

download sites, and other popular download
repositories are carrying warnings that
RegClean does not work with Windows Me
or WinXP.
However, the woods are full of Registry
cleaners. We’ve chosen four shareware (fully
functional, try-before-you-buy) products
based on the number of downloads from the
download sites we checked, reviews from
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people who have tried them, and whether
the developer says they work with WinXP.
(Many of the titles available as shareware,
freeware, and/or trialware are incompatible
with WinXP.) The four shareware products
we found are Super Win Software’s RegVac
($29.95; www.superwin.com); Rose City
Software’s Registry First Aid ($27.95; www
.rosecitysoftware.com/reg1aid); AdRegCln
from N.I.T. Ltd ($15; www.utils32.com
/adregcln.asp); and Easy Desk Software’s
Registry Drill ($39.95; www.easydesksoft
ware.com/moresoft.htm). (Keep in mind
that any Registry cleaner, by its very nature,
can cause problems; the Registry is a somewhat risky place to be working, so be sure

you back up your system before running a
Registry cleaner.)
We’d also like to note another shareware
product from Easy Desk called Perfect
Companion ($29.95) that should go hand in
hand with any Registry cleaner. Perfect
Companion is an uninstaller that cleans up
after itself and should make Registry cleaning afterward unnecessary. Easy Desk publishes two versions of the application; one
is compatible with Windows NT/2000/2003/
XP and one only works with Windows
9x/Me. In your case, use caution with some
of the other Easy Desk products listed at the
company’s Web site, as not all are compatible with WinXP.

Q

discussion; LCDs use an entirely different
technology and are not as susceptible to
burn-in.)
However, the same is also true of today’s
modern CRT monitors. To begin with, even
if the phosphorescent material on the inner
face of the monitors were the same (it isn’t),
there’s a lot more of it, with the dots onscreen placed much closer together. And
there are at least three dots for every pixel
you see.
And, finally, those persistent burn-in patterns on the old monochrome monitors were
caused when some phosphors were constantly lit up and the rest were not. On today’s monitors, all of the phosphors are lit up
all of the time as the graphic controller in
your system paints the whole screen, including foreground and background, with
between 16,000 to 14+ billion colors somewhere between 60 and 85 times each second.
Under these conditions, none of the pixels
and its corresponding phosphor dots is any
brighter than any of the others. Therefore,
burn-in is not much of a problem with newer
computer monitors.
Despite having no particular practical use,
screen savers have nevertheless taken on a life
of their own. Some are cute. Some are fun. All
are as unnecessary as your appendix. In short,
your “specialist” was not correct.

I was told by a computer specialist that
when I set my WinXP screen saver to
Blank through the Control Panel’s Display
settings, the blank screen saver is not really a
screen saver and does not protect my CRT
(cathode-ray tube) monitor. I want to make
sure this is true. I looked on the Internet but
could not find a clear explanation.

A

Once upon a time, PC computer screens
came in only two colors—black and either green or amber. The inner face of the
screen was coated with a primitive phosphorescent substance that, when excited by a
stream of electrons from a single gun at the
rear of the screen, would light up very briefly
until the phosphates were excited again by another sweep of that gun. The phosphors
would retain a bit of a charge and, after a
time, would result in burn-in. Burn-in is a
condition in which images become imprinted
permanently on the screen.
Screen savers were created to help eliminate this concern. They became popular
during this early era of PC use because their
ever-changing images running at coffee
break, during lunch, and overnight would
provide enough of a rest to the monitors so
that images either didn’t burn in, or at least
it took much, much longer to occur. (Let’s
leave today’s flat, LCD monitors out of this
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Answers to users’ most common questions about Power Management

FAQ

PC manufacturers
have worked to
find a balance
between
availability
and power
consumption by
developing a
series of PC
power-saving
techniques.

Should I turn off my PC or leave it
running all the time?
In the “old days” (circa 1984), PCs used a
lot of chips, and the system would tend to run
hot. Each time you turned the system off, it
would cool down again. Over time, the repeated expansion and contraction of the components caused small stress fractures in the
soldered connections, resulting in premature
system faults. The prevailing wisdom was to
avoid this phenomenon by simply running the
PC constantly so it would stabilize at a running temperature and avoid thermal cycling.
Today, there are far fewer components in a
PC, and the vast majority of heat is produced
by the CPU and GPU (graphics processing
unit), so there is little concern about thermal
stress problems. Instead, the issue now is
about availability—people let their systems
run so there is no delay by having to boot the
system each time they need to use it.
Bigger concerns now are that electricity is a
lot more expensive than it was 20 years ago,
there are many more PCs in service, and environmental concerns have become more prevalent. PC manufacturers have worked to find a
balance between availability and power consumption by developing a series of PC powersaving techniques, such as using Standby
mode, Hibernation mode, and even CPU speed
throttling. With these options, the PC uses less
power when it is idle but is available more
quickly when you want to use it. However, if
you plan to be away from your PC for an extended period of time, you can certainly turn it
off and conserve 100% of that energy.
What is the difference between
Standby and Hibernation? How do
I set up my PC for Standby?
Standby and Hibernation modes are two different levels of PC power conservation.
Standby mode powers down the most energyhungry system elements after the system has
been idle for a predetermined period of time.

FAQ
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These elements include the monitor, hard
drives, and CPU clock speed. Hibernation
mode saves even more power by copying the
system memory state to the hard drive and
then turning off virtually the entire PC.
Standby recovers in a matter of moments, but
Hibernation saves much more power, which is
why it is a popular mode in laptop/mobile PCs.
Power conservation modes are managed
through the PC’s Power Options Properties dialog box. In Windows XP (Category View),
click Start, Control Panel, Performance And
Maintenance, Power Options, and then select
timeout periods for the monitor, hard drives,
and Standby mode. WinXP provides a series of
typical preset schemes for different types of
use, but you can also choose custom times.
Remember to choose timeout periods that are
longer than your usual pauses. For example, if
you often go five to 10 minutes at a time
without using the PC, set a timeout period of
15 to 20 minutes. Otherwise, the system will
keep powering down and starting up again
during average use. This won’t hurt the system,
but it can be annoying. When you are finished
making any changes, click Apply and click OK.
Why won’t my PC go into Hibernate mode?
Chances are that your Hibernate mode isn’t
enabled. To find out for sure, click Start,
Control Panel, Performance And Maintenance,
Power Options, and then click the Hibernate
tab. The Enable Hibernation checkbox should
be selected. If you check the box, remember to
click Apply to see your changes. Now, click the
Advanced tab and choose how you want to invoke hibernation. For example, under When I
Press The Power Button On My Computer, select Hibernate from the drop-down list. This
will cause your PC to hibernate rather than
shut down. You can also opt for hibernation
using the Sleep button on your keyboard (if so
equipped). Again, remember to apply any
changes and click OK when you’re finished. ❙❙
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ACTION EDITOR
Are you having trouble
finding a product or
getting adequate service
from a manufacturer? If
so, we want to help solve
your problem. Send us
a description of the
product you’re seeking or
the problem you’re having
with customer service. In
billing disputes, include
relevant information
(such as account numbers
or screen names for online
services) and photocopies
of checks. Include your
phone number in case we
need to contact you.
Letters may be edited for
length and clarity;
volume prohibits individual replies.

Write to:
Action Editor
P.O. Box 85380
Lincoln, NE 68501-5380
Or send email to:
actioneditor@smart
computing.com
Or fax us at:
(402) 479-2104

Invalid Discount Codes, Rejected
Registrations & Product Refunds
I recently attempted to order a Dell computer
using a discount code I found in Parade magazine. When I entered the code on the Web site, it
didn’t work. I called Dell, and a rep told me Dell
had withdrawn the offer. The ad said the offer
expired on Aug. 2, 2006, but I called several days
prior to this deadline. How can Dell withdraw an
offer before the expiration date?
Name and location withheld

A quick Web search returned several similar
complaints. We contacted our Dell representative who informed us that when Dell takes out an
advertisement and offers a promotional price, it’s
only valid for a limited number of units. When
our reader called, Dell had already run out of its
specially priced computers. Dell’s representative
said that the promotional units may even run out
within an hour of the advertisement hitting
the streets. Our contact went on to say
that Dell’s advertisements include the
phrase “offers subject to change,”
which covers the possibility that all
of the units will be sold prior to the
promotion’s expiration date.
Dell ran the same ad the next
week, and our reader called early
enough to get the discount.
I bought a PC that came with a trial
version of Trend Micro’s PC-cillin Internet
Security. At the end of the trial period, I paid to
continue using the program. Recently, I got a PCcillin pop-up message saying that it needed an
update. When I tried to download the update,
the site said I had to register, but every time I
enter my email address and password, I get rejected. I have contacted Trend Micro multiple
times, but haven’t gotten anywhere.
Gordon Low
Jackson, Mich.

We emailed our contact at Trend Micro
who immediately replied and said he would
look into Gordon’s problem. Later that day,
a customer support representative called
Gordon and walked him through a solution.
Gordon’s problems stemmed from the fact
that he was attempting to register his PCcillin Internet Security software by selecting
the Register With A Customer Care Center
Account option on Trend Micro’s Register
Now page. Because Gordon hadn’t created a
Customer Care Center account, he was unable to register the software using this
method. The representative helped Gordon
create a Customer Care Center account and
complete his registration.
In Smart Computing’s August 2006 issue, I read a
review for a scrapbooking application called
MemoryMixer. Based on your review, I went on line and purchased the software. For three days, I
tried unsuccessfully to get the software to work
on my computer. I emailed MemoryMixer’s technical support, but haven’t received an answer. I
have reconsidered my purchase and would
simply like my money back.
Arlyn Flatten
Onalaska, Wis.

We contacted a representative at Lasting
Impressions For Paper and told her about
Arlyn’s problem. The following day, a technical support representative tried to help Arlyn
get the software working, but they encountered multiple errors, some of which were not
related to the MemoryMixer software. Rather
than troubleshoot these other issues, Arlyn
opted to return the software and get a refund.
After approximately a week, Arlyn reported
that his most recent credit card statement
showed he was credited the software’s full purchase price. ❙❙
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Staying On The Nice List
hough I’m not a “this year in our life” letter guy myself, I enjoy getting them, especially when they come
electronically. And I appreciate occasional bits of wit
and wisdom as much as the next person. But it never fails:
Some cousin or a strange in-law you only hear from at the
holidays gets so caught up in the holiday cheer (or too far
into his eggnog) that they feel right at home filling up your
mailbox with a whole bunch of nonsense. How can you
avoid winding up on all your contacts’ naughty “block” lists?

T

Avoid The Family Spammer
Let’s start charitably by passing the blame on to others.
We’ll assume that you practice responsible (even, dare we say,
“Smart”) computing, and so this article appeals only because
you’re wondering how to deal with the less-enlightened.
• First, like that third piece of pie, decide if the issue is really
worth taking on. If the trickle of junk is moderate and the
contents inoffensive, perhaps the honorable thing to do is
just delete it and go on your merry way. Think of the
points you score for extra niceness this time of year.
• If you’re less concerned with being nice than with
avoiding conflict, do what I do. Set up a rule in your mail
client or antispam application. I have certain acquaintances who I know, from years of experience, will never
send me anything personal, useful, or remotely interesting. But, for a variety of reasons, I’m loathe to drop a
snarling “take me off your list” note. So I let Outlook be
the bad guy. Didn’t get your email? Oh, my spam filter
must have caught it. No need to mention, of course, that
I intentionally created the rule dropping everything from
your account straight in the trash.
• Budget deficits aside, you can’t avoid unpleasant facts
forever. When you’re sick of running, send a nice email
letting your “friend” know how much you’d love to hear
from her in personal one-on-one emails. Then politely
explain that chain letters, funny quotes, and one-time offers just aren’t your thing. You might even try suggesting
that Snopes Urban Legends (www.snopes.com) can help
her decide what’s real and what’s not. This isn’t likely to
work, but at least you’ll have tried the education route.

Don’t Be The One
What’s worse than dealing with the family spammer?
Realizing, in horror, that you are the family spammer. Like
Mr. Elizabeth Taylor, it’s a title no one wants. So be mindful
of what, and to whom, you’re emailing. Here are a few
pieces of humble advice.
• Before sending a group email, save a draft and walk away.
Unless something is truly urgent (in which case you’d
pick up the phone, right?), it won’t matter if you wait
until tonight or tomorrow morning to send it. If, at any
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point in the meantime, you have doubts about whether
the message is worthy of sending—it isn’t.
• Pare down the list. Does Aunt Martha have a different
sense of humor (or more traditional sensibilities) than you
do? Then don’t bother her. Review your recipients and cut
out anyone who really doesn’t need to see—or might not
appreciate—the message. Repeat. Do it again. And again.
Eventually, you’ll get down to one or two people and realize that the forward probably isn’t worth sending.
• If it’s too good to be true, it’s spam. No, Bill Gates isn’t
going to send you a check no matter how many friends
you email. Yes, Applebee’s is perfectly willing to risk the
“PR disaster” of refusing to honor fraudulent gift card offers. No, even Andy Rooney isn’t really that much of a
jerk. If you need a guide as to what’s legit and what’s not
(other than your own common sense), look up anything
you’re tempted to forward (again, using www.snopes
.com). I’ve got $1 million waiting for you in Nigeria if
you discover any exciting “opportunities” or funny rants
that aren’t phony. ❙❙
BY

GREGORY ANDERSON

Gregory Anderson is a regular contributor to Smart Computing and
several other technology publications. He keeps a sharp eye (with the
help of thick glasses) on computing trends and enjoys working with
geeks of all stripes—most of the time. Reach Greg with your tales of
familial email woe at gregory-anderson@smartcomputing.com.

TECH SUPPORT • SMARTCOMPUTING.COM

Tech Support Center
o you’ve decided
that you need new
equipment and that
you’re going to install
it yourself. Where do
you start? Do you
have all the information you need? Before
taking on your next computing project, be sure to
check out SmartComputing.com’s Tech Support
Center for some guidance. There, you’ll find the
How To Install . . . Just About Anything section
and learn how to install everything from hardware and hard drives to sound cards and wireless
networks. At the bottom of each article you’ll find
a subject search where you can find more relevant
articles from our editorial database.

S

Surprisingly enough, many users
may not know the version of
Windows their computer runs.
To quickly uncover this mystery,
go to Start and Run. Type
winver in the field and press
ENTER. A dialog box will pop up
and provide the answer. The
box will also let you know how
much memory is installed.

Everybody likes to have her voice
heard. If you’d like to share your
thoughts about the Tech Support
Center—good, bad, or otherwise—
drop us an email at tscfeedback@
smartcomputing.com.

1 Go to www.smartcomputing.com and click the
Tech Support Center link.
2 Scroll down until you come to the How To Install
. . . Just About Anything section and click the link.

3 Click the component you are wishing to install
and you will be taken to a full-text article that
gives you a comprehensive how-to on installing
it yourself.
Don’t forget to
check out other helpful areas of the Tech
Support Center, including Preventive
& Regular Maintenance, as well as
Driver Education.
Preventive & Regular Maintenance takes an indepth look at the simple things that keep your
system in tip-top shape, while Driver Education
will show you how to keep your drivers up-todate. Find everything you need today at
SmartComputing.com’s Tech Support Center!

The Q&A Board is a resource for
subscribers only. Although the
posts are monitored by Smart
Computing staff, we generally do
not comment about or provide
answers for the issues at hand. It’s
a unique opportunity for readers
to truly lend a helping hand to their computing comrades.

Microsoft ended its support
of Windows 98 and
Windows Me in July, so
Redmond will no longer be
releasing any new updates
or patches. Remember,
though, that you can search
Microsoft’s Knowledge Base
(support.microsoft.com) for
archived information. And
you can always turn to
Smart Computing’s Tech
Support Center for answers.

Don’t let technical problems take the jingle out of your bells: Contact Smart Computing Tech Support at (800) 368-8304.
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Hell’s Editors
fter many years of not riding, I recently bought another motorcycle. It wasn’t easy selling my wife on the
idea. Lesley has mentioned (several times) that I’m
too old to ride a motorcycle. (She may have used a slightly . . .
um, “earthier” expression.) She points out that I’m slower
than I used to be, that my eyes aren’t very good,
and that my reflexes are pretty well shot.
Even my hearing, already damaged by
years of playing the guitar and drums
(I never played well, but I made up
for it by being loud), can’t help
but deteriorate because of exposure to the noise, she notes. I
think what she’s really saying
is that if I were a horse, I’d already be on the way to the
glue factory.
I countered, naturally
enough, in the time-honored
way of men bringing their
vastly superior intellects to bear
on an argument with a mere
woman: I begged.
Oddly, this often works. Witness the
midnight blue and gleaming chrome of
the Honda 650 Nighthawk now parked in our
garage. Witness also the fact that I will apparently
be mowing the lawn—formerly Lesley’s job—for the next
11 years or so. Every victory has its price. (I actually don’t
mind mowing the lawn, but don’t tell her that.)
I discovered (in some cases, rediscovered) several things
when I began riding again. First, the world (or Nebraska, at
least) is full of little old ladies who seemingly find spiritual
fulfillment in opening their car doors just as a motorcycle
zooms past on a narrow street. Second, it turns out that
grooved pavement, so helpful in channeling water away
from the road, is definitely not helpful to motorcyclists, most
of whom would just as soon remain upright as they rocket
down the highway. And here’s an important biking rule I
learned the hard way: When riding while suffering from a
cold, open your helmet face shield and then sneeze. Doing it
the other way around is . . . well, not recommended.
But the most interesting thing I’ve discovered is that motorcycle technology (c’mon, you knew I’d eventually get to
technology, right?) has completely changed since I last rode.
Not just the bikes themselves, although those have also been
transformed. No, I’m talking about the endless list of add-ons
and accessories. Helmets are now made of injection-molded
plastic, Kevlar, carbon-fiber composites, and other high-tech
materials. They’re lighter, stronger, and safer than they were
back in the day. (They’re also much more expensive; you can

A

92 December 2006

/ www.smartcomputing.com

easily spend $500 or more on a decent helmet. In my case, it
was decided—I believe the staff voted on it—that I only had a
$200 head, so that’s what I spent.) Motorcycle “leathers” are
no longer necessarily made of leather. Instead, they’re
often made of tough, vented synthetics that keep you
warm on cold days, cool when the weather warms
up, and dry whatever the temperature. And
many riding outfits now sport Kevlar armor
in sensitive areas such as knees, shoulders, and elbows.
But all of that is nothing compared to the biking-related electronics one can now purchase.
There are helmet-mounted,
Bluetooth-enabled headsets
that can wirelessly pipe into
your helmet walkie-talkie communications from fellow riders
(or from a passenger) or
music from your MP3
player or satellite radio station. There are radar detectors made especially for bikes;
there are bike-mounted GPS (global
positioning system) units, radios, and intercoms; and there are digital readouts to monitor
just about any engine condition you can think of.
There’s even a “heads-up display” unit that projects on your
face shield your current speed, RPMs, and gearshift position.
But here’s the coolest (or possibly weirdest) thing of all:
Motorcycle manufacturers have begun equipping bikes with
airbags. For an extra $1,500, Honda will include airbags on
your new Gold Wing. (And what’s $1,500 when you’re already spending $24,000 on a bike?) Yamaha is not far behind, and you know that other manufacturers will follow.
As in other areas, there seems to be no end to the innovative ingenuity of motorcycle engineers, inventors, and—
perhaps especially—marketers. But then, can you think of
an activity that hasn’t been transformed by technology?
Neither can I.
In fact, there’s so much new technology in this area that I
figure I should be able to treat myself to all of these bikerelated goodies at the company’s expense. It’s research, after
all. (And I really want that heads-up display.) All I have to
do is convince my boss. I wonder who mows his lawn. . . . ❙❙
BY

ROD SCHER

Rod Scher is a former software developer and a recovering English
teacher. He's also the publication editor of Smart Computing and
will no doubt continue in that position until such time as his boss
reads this column. Contact Rod at rod-scher@smartcomputing.com.

