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RAMblings 

By Sharon Wichman, NEW PCUG President 

Membership Information 8 

  

Hi All, I hope you are having a wonderful summer. 
 
It’s July already and this month we will be discussing the new version of Internet 
Explorer 8 and for those of us that are still using XP, we will also be discussing 
Windows XP secrets, getting the most out of Windows XP. 
 
I also want to show you something that is really cool and will be coming out 
from Microsoft. You know, they had to top Nintendo, but it’s really futuristic 
stuff. Also, for those of you that haven’t taken a look, let’s take a look at the new 
Windows 7 and see how that is progressing. It looks interesting. 
 
 I wonder if it will be ready to be released this October 22? 
 
 I see places where you can pre-order it for $49.99 for the home premium edi-
tion, including from Microsoft. I downloaded the Windows 7 upgrade advisor to 
see if my home PC can run Windows 7.  It’s running in the background now 
while I’m typing this out. I think it will say my PC can run 7, but I bet it will tell 
me my laptop won’t be able to.  
 
Oooooh, It just finished and I see there are several issues I’ll have to address on 
my PC before I can upgrade to Windows 7.   
 
Come to this month’s meeting and take a look. I hope to see you all there. I 
promise it will be very interesting. 
 
 
Also, don’t forget to check out the new webpage I made for the Geek Tech-
Tips. There is a lot of computer information, from Tech toys, to computer jar-
gon and from Wikipedia to Facebook.  Check it out at our website http://
webpages.charter.net/newpcug and click on Geek Tech Tips on the left side. 
 

 

http://webpages.charter.com/newpcug
http://webpages.charter.com/newpcug


 

Speed Demons 
by Bill Roman, Advisor to the Board of Directors, The PC Users Group of Con-
necticut, br@numbercrunch.com 
 
There is an issue that I feel must be addressed, since the issue continues to come 
up on a regular basis. As a PC technician I constantly get asked why the clients' 
computer has become so slow, and if there is anything wrong with it.  
  
The first thing I tell the client is that there are two main culprits that contribute to 
a PC becoming very sluggish. The first being lack of RAM memory. This answer 
usually elicits a quick response from the user that they "only do e-mail, Internet 
and word processing" or some similar response. I then go into a discussion with 
the user that there are two kinds of memory in a computer: hard drive storage, 
which holds all their music, pictures, documents, etc. and RAM, or working mem-
ory. 
 
A user could have plenty of hard drive space to store all of their documents and 
stuff, but when they don't have enough RAM, the computer will, over time, be-
come slower and slower.  
  
Why you ask?  When the computer was originally purchased (usually somewhere 
between 2 and 5 years ago) Windows XP, in this case, required about 512MB of 
RAM to run properly. As Windows critical security updates and service packs are 
installed, as well as upgrades and updates to all sorts of programs used on a daily 
basis (antivirus, Internet Explorer, AOL, Adobe Reader and Flash Player, printer 
updates, etc), the programs NEVER get smaller, always bigger.   
  
Now, several years later and the programs being used are double or triple in size, 
but the computer is the same one with the same specs as when it was purchased. 
Adding more RAM memory is a quick, cheap way to improve performance to an 
aging computer, and extend life before a replacement is in order. Windows XP 
should have at least 1024 MB (1GB) of RAM to run properly, and Windows Vista 
(32bit) needs 3GB of RAM. More is not better in the case of Vista for technical 
reasons I will not go into in this article. 
 
This is only half the battle. The other half is to beat down what I will call the 
"moochers".  Years ago when I would inspect a computer for sluggish perform-
ance, it was usually because of a rogue game that was installed. Back then quite a 
few games adopted the theory that the only reason you owned your $3000 or 
$4000 computer (yes, it was that much back then, even more depending on how 
far back you go) was to play some ridiculous $49 game. The game would change 
many settings that allowed the game to work properly, but made it miserable to 
perform simple tasks like type a letter.   
  
Now, in 2009 every program under the sun assumes that they are the main focus, 
and must be given priority at all times. What does this mean to you, the end user? 
Each time when an upgraded revision of Adobe Reader comes out it always wants 
to include the new ―MSN Toolbar‖ or ―Yahoo Toolbar‖ etc.  
 
 

Page 2 >Users.news< 

Northeast Wisconsin Personal Computer Users Group Newsletter 

 

Northeast Wisconsin 

PC User Group Officers 

 

President 

Sharon Wichman 

swichman@charter.net 

(920) 740-5512 

 

Vice President 

Bob Quella 

rquella@new.rr.com  

 

Secretary 

Sallie Ottow 

rustyo2@sbcglobal.net 

 

 

Product Review Editor 

Tom Ekvall 

 

Treasurer/Membership 

Nan MacDonald 
macduks@att.net  

(920) 231-6673  (home) 

 

 

Newsletter Editor 

Tom Ekvall 

tekvall@new.rr.com 

(920) 203-4131 

 

Associate Editor 

Allan Ekvall 

 

 



Page 3 Volume 13, Issue   7 

This adds unnecessary junk to your browser, which slows down getting online. In addition, many of these programs load 
an additional program when Windows starts to speed it up when starting it. This is just lousy practice that is a very poor 
substitute for tight efficient programming. If the program was small and lean there would be no need for ―speed load-
ers,‖ which make your computer take an exorbitant amount of time for Windows to start.   
 
Not to pick on, but a classic example of this is how much Apple’s iTunes has grown through the years. iTunes 6 which 
was released in January 2006 was about 35MB in size. iTunes 7.5 was 52MB and iTunes 8.1 (the current release) is now 
up to 70MB.  The program is twice as large only three years later, and loads a number of programs when Windows starts 
to aid loading this memory hog.  
  
What to do about this? In short be mindful when installing updated programs to unselect add on toolbars and, if avail-
able, to kick them out of starting up when Windows loads. I have discussed at our local computer club meetings to do 
your best to keep running processes to a minimum. By clicking control, alt, delete once (with no programs active) will 
bring up the task manager and show how many processes are running. A good number for Windows XP is less than 35, 
and for Vista it’s about 45.  
 

Startup Cop and the free CCleaner utilities have the ability to disable or remove programs from starting, but I would 
check online in a Google search before disabling anything unless certain. I do hope this article sheds some light on the 
subject of pokey computers.  Remember, it’s not so much the hardware as it is software that kills a computer! Until next 
time! 
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Computer Performance Considerations 
by Gary Bentley, editor, SouthWest International Personal Computer Club (TX) bentley.gary@ gmail.com 
 

When I evaluate what might be done to maximize the performance of a computer system, whether that be a system already 
in use or one I might be specifying for order (i.e., specifying the hardware with a particular level of performance in mind for 
the intended application) I look at several key factors. 
 
The most critical factor is how much system RAM is available (if you are ordering a new system then you can also order 
faster RAM and be cognizant of addressing issues). I will state flatly that, all factors being equal, the more RAM available, the 
faster your computer system will operate. In the same vein, if you want to make full use of that system RAM, get an external 
graphics card with its own RAM so you don’t force your system to share RAM with the video display.  
 
If you are specifying a new computer, get the fastest FSB (front side bus) speed you can afford with the microprocessor and 
then match the RAM bus speed to take advantage of that high bus speed. Don’t let a computer maker fool you with a low 
system price while handing off old slow RAM to you when the motherboard and processor would support faster bus speed 
RAM. New systems will always use DDR RAM, so that should not be a consideration (and older systems will not be able to 
use it).  
 
Don’t be confused by discussions of virtual memory and page files. If you have a large amount of RAM (1 GB or more with 
Windows XP—3 or 4 GB with Vista, the OS memory hog of all time), your system will rarely need to page out process 
memory onto the hard drive paging file. You can check that in Task Manager (hit CTRL SHIFT ESC or CTRL ALT DEL or 
right click the Task Bar and select Task Manager) by looking at the Performance tab and the Physical Memory Total in con-
junction with the Commit Charge.  
 
The Physical Memory Total is the amount of RAM you have in your system. The Commit Charge is the total memory allo-
cated to programs and the operating system. If the Commit Charge (Total or Peak) doesn’t exceed the amount of RAM, then 
the hard drive page file is rarely if ever being used and your system should be running at full RAM speed without hard drive 
performance issues (except when loading the OS and starting an application, etc.). You can also use Performance Monitor 
(Start, Administrative Tools, Performance) and look at the Memory, Pages Output/Sec parameter. Even if the amount of 
committed memory exceeds available RAM, if the actual Pages Output/ Sec is low or zero most of the time (quoting Micro-
soft) there is no significant performance problem related to available RAM. I doubt there would be any reason for the typical 
home user to require a 64 bit computer in order to utilize sufficient RAM. 
 
The second most critical factor is the performance of the hard drive, i.e., the amount of utilization of your hard drive 
(present or anticipated for the application), the speed at which the drive platters rotate, and the speed of the interface to your 
hard drive. You never want to reach 50% of capacity of your hard drive. The more data you have on a hard drive the farther 
the disk drive read/write head has to move inward on the spinning platter to get to the data (on the average). This increases 
the seek time, the time required for the read/write head to position itself over the desired concentric data track on the spin-
ning disk platter.  
 
So, use a hard drive with sufficient storage that you do not exceed 40% or so of the storage capacity (high performance 
server hard drives often are de-stroked or short stroked, i.e., limited to 40% or less so as to keep the data on the outer edge 
of the platters where it can be quickly reached). Once the read/write head reaches a track then the rotational speed of the 
platter comes into play, introducing latency, the time required for the desired sector of the track to rotate into position be-
neath the head. How do you reduce latency?  
 
Get a hard drive that spins as fast as you can afford. Most desktop hard drives now spin at 7200 RPM (don’t let them slip 
you a 5400 RPM drive on your desktop or your laptop!). If your drive has a slower RPM, you can increase performance by 
purchasing a 7200 RPM drive. Note that high performance server drives spin at 10,000 and 15,000 RPM, but those drives are 
expensive. If you are evaluating a replacement drive (or specifying the hard drive in a new system), look at the access time 
parameter for the drive. This will generally be around 11 milliseconds for 7200 RPM desktop PC ATA/SATA drives. The 
access time will include seek time and rotational latency. As for the type of interface, ATA drives (which peaked at around 

133 MB/sec interface performance, setting aside internal data rate of around 60 MB/s and PCI bus rate considerations) are 
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no longer offered, so you will see SATA (serial ATA) drives in a new computer. 
 
 I wouldn’t bother attempting to replace an ATA drive in an old PC with a SATA drive. You would need a SATA  controller 
card as well as SATA drive and you might as well just purchase a new computer. The current SATA interface rate is 3 Gbps 
(the initial SATA interface was 1.5 Gbps), i.e., 3 gigabits per second. That translates to approximately 300 MB/sec. However, 
the actual rate that the read head can read the data off the spinning platter of the drive is closer to 100 MB/sec (the internal 
data rate). You therefore can benefit by having a drive with a large cache memory, where a large amount of data has been 
read internally by the hard drive before the interface is accessed, at which time the interface can burst perform at the full in-
terface speed of 3 Gbps/300 MB/sec. I note that even the expensive server grade SCSI and SAS drives have about that same 
external  interface transfer rate, i.e., 300 – 320 MB/sec, so their increased performance is coming directly from the high rota-
tional speeds (10 – 15 K) and fast seeks, giving access times of 3 – 5 ms vs. 11 ms or so for desktop SATA drives. Defrag-
menting your drive regularly will help keep the drive operating at peak efficiency. 
 
A less critical factor is the speed of the microprocessor itself (FSB considerations aside as they relate to RAM access speed). 
A faster microprocessor or a dual or quad core processor will allow applications, their processes and threads to execute faster 
(to actually run the microprocessor instructions of which a program is composed) once the  instructions and data reach the 
microprocessor. 
 
So, if you have processing intensive applications like video or music (studio) production and editing (or scientific number 
crunching), faster and more core processors will speed things up considerably, but only if you have plenty of RAM and a 
high performance hard drive.  
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The Disintegration of Service. 
by Jerry Goldstein, Vice President and Newsletter Editor, The PC Users Group of Connecticut 
jerryg@attygoldstein.com 

  
Want to make a free overseas call to India? Just call for technical support on your computer, Internet service, or cable ser-
vice. You are likely to be routed overseas to India. You then get the pleasure of talking to the ―well trained‖ script readers. 
About the only thing they are trained for is to tell you: ―Yes, very much I can help you‖. You hear this phrase whenever you 
call for tech support. The techs use that phrase to hide the fact that they are spending that time to check their index sheets 
for key words in what you told them was your problem. They then turn to that page in their script book and start reading off 
a page that is supposed to match your problem. The key word is ―supposed‖. Reality is far from tech support fantasy. 
  
Tech support used to mean reaching a person knowledgeable in the problem you were calling about. Now it is a means the 
manufacturers and utility suppliers use to avoid dealing with customers. There was a time when the support staff knew and 
understood computers. But then the corporations came up with the idea of making support calls difficult. They figured we 
would be less likely to complain if doing so was difficult. It is not bad enough instructions are written by non-English speak-
ing people. Now we have to get the instructions interpreted by someone who failed a course in English as a second language. 
Which is pretty tough to do in India, a country where English, along with Hindi, is the official language. (I won’t even go into 
how all those people in India suddenly have American names like Jack and John when they join tech support.) 
  
I know my patience has a limit. I test it regularly when I call for Tech Support. Thanks to the service quality of my utility, 
cable, and Internet providers I get to test my patience all too often. 
  
Tech support did get smarter, though not for the better or to the benefit of the consumer. Used to be you could ask for a 
supervisor and be moved up to someone in the states. Now tech support in India has their own supervisors who are as good 
as the base level worker at helping. Pretty much no help at all. 
  
If you are lucky enough to be moved up the ladder to what is often 
called the ‖corporate escalation department‖ you will find your anger 
escalate as well. Corporate only works business hours and Monday 
through Friday, sometimes. Holidays or any other excuse, means you 
won’t reach corporate help. What will corporate escalation do when 
you get there? Route you to the technical support staff in the states 
you needed from the beginning. But first you need to wait 24 hours 
for a return contact. 
  
How do I know so well how tech support fails to work?  I am my 
family and business’s IT person. That means I am often on the phone 
with tech support. I recently spent five days without Internet service 
thanks to Earthlink’s outsourcing it’s tech support to India. After days 
of trying to get Earthlink to fix the problem I called the line provider 
that Earthlink uses and had them fix the problem myself. Total out-
sourcing. 
  
Is there a way to avoid all this? There are less chances everyday as 
corporate America outsources its human interface with its customers. 
Can we do anything about it?  Sure. When looking at what to buy, or a service to use, take into consideration how the manu-
facturer or provider will support its product. Use products and services that support you as a human and not as a joke. 
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PPC Locking HDMI Cable 
A Hardware Review by Bob Clyne,  Member-at-Large, SEMCO (Southeastern Michigan Computer Organization, Inc.)  
clyne@mich.com 
 

For those of you not familiar with it, HDMI is the current cable standard for carrying digital audio and video signals between 
pieces of equipment such as TV sets, DVD players, Blu-Ray players, AV receivers etc. Some computers also have a HDMI 
output so that you can feed the audio and video from the computer to your TV set. HDMI combines both the audio and 
video signals in one multi-conductor cable, which makes it much more convenient than other types of connections that use 
separate cables for audio and video. If you would like more information about HDMI, visit <http://www.hdmi.org>. 
 
One of the few problems with HDMI cables is that they are prone to fall out of the sockets. PPC <http://www.ppc-
online.com> has a solution to that problem with the PPC Locking HDMI cable. 
 
The cable comes in the ubiquitous heavy plastic blister pack. Manufacturers love this packaging, but consumers hate it. The 
advantage of this packaging is that it makes the product visible while protecting the contents 
from damage or tampering. The disadvantage of this packaging is that it is extremely consumer 
resistant. Getting the product out of the package requires a sturdy cutting implement. A knife 
will work, but there is considerable risk of injuring yourself or damaging the product due to the 
force required. A sturdy pair of scissors will also work and gives your hand considerable exercise 
in the process. 
 
The cable is a HDMI Category II cable, which means that it can carry the highest definition sig-
nals for which there is a current standard. It is capable of handling not only 1080p signals but 
also 1440p. The cable has both foil and braided shielding to shield the signal from outside inter-
ference. The cable appears well made, with a braided outer covering on the cable and a plastic 
covering over the connectors. The cable is quite flexible. 
 
The locking connectors are what sets the PPC cable apart. The connectors just push onto the 
HDMI sockets on your equipment. No special sockets or adapters are needed. You may hear a 
slight click when it seats. Once seated in the socket, the cable is quite resistant to being pulled 
out. I did not test to see just how much strain they could take, but I pulled fairly hard on the 
connector and it remained firmly seated in the socket. I think the amount of tension that I ap-
plied would be more than would be encountered in normal use. 
 
To remove the cable, you press on the tab on the side of the connector while pulling it out. I found that with some sockets, 
quite a bit of pressure was required on the release button but you, presumably, won’t be removing your HDMI cables every 
day. One possible problem that I can foresee is if you had a series of HDMI connectors closely spaced in a row, you might 
not be able to get your fingers between them to press the release button. In this case, you would have to start removing them 
at one end until you got to the one you wanted to remove. But this is a small price to pay for not having to re-plug cables 
that have fallen out. There is also the danger that a cable pulling out while live could cause electronic damage to your equip-
ment. 
 
PPC Locking HDMI Cables are available in 3’, 6’, and 9’ lengths for $48.99, $59.99, and $72.99 respectively directly from 
PPC at <http://connect2ppc.myshopify.com/products/locking-hdmi-jumper-1> and you may find them for lower prices 
from resellers. 
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