Speeding up your Computer 

Tips to help speed up that older machine 

I would like to say that this page is based on my own experience over the years and those activities that appear to make the computer 'feel' faster. Obviously, the speed of the computer processor has a great deal to do with how fast it runs and one which has a 3Ghz processor is going to get along much faster that one with a 200Mhz processor. 

The common wisdom is that speed depends to a large extent on the amount of memory you have. Whilst it is necessary to have sufficient memory for the Windows version which you use I can recall very basic machines which have run Windows 95 quite happily on 8Mb of RAM ! Increasing the RAM on a 400Mhz Win 98 system from 32Mb to 64Mb or more seems to make very little difference. But if you have Windows XP, then you MUST have a minimum of 128Mb. But more ? I don't think you will even notice the difference. Of course, if you want to do memory intensive things such as working with large graphics, video and the like, or want to run half a dozen big programs at the same time that is a different matter. But speed ? I don't think so. How about Defragging? Many times when you go to defragment a hard disk it says "Why bother ?" and when you do it anyway the disk looks as if it is in raggedy pieces. So surely defragging can help get things back together and therefore faster. Maybe. I have never felt an appreciable difference. So, perhaps "Why bother" is correct. 

So what things do really make that PC zing along ?
That Win 95 machine with 8Mb RAM had just been reformatted and had the Windows program added. So, in my view the thing that slows down a machine over time is the clutter of stuff that it accumulates. Windows has never been very good at keeping itself clean and one of its dirtier habits is leaving stuff in the Register. The Register is just one great long text file which tells the computer exactly what to do. You click on a picture and the PC has a look at the Register to decide what to do with it. At almost every turn the Register is being consulted and the longer it is the slower things will happen. When you delete a program with Add/Remove Programs the Register is almost bound to leave things lying around. Eventually there are kilobytes of stray (orphan) references in there. Programs such as Microsoft's Regclean can help remove some of this rubbish. But for a real cleanup a program such as Ontrack System Suite will do a very thorough job. I have known it remove hundreds of orphan references at a go. 

Hard disk space
Windows requires room to move. You may think you are alright if you still have 300 Mb of free space but, these days I would say that is getting tight. When you add programs they often create temporary files which should be (but are not always) deleted when the installation is complete. Also, those Temporary Internet Files can accumulate at an alarming rate and don't seem to help a lot, so get rid of them regularly. One of the worst areas is often the sub folders of C:\windows\temporary Internet files. These can accumulate and are not always deleted by the normal deletion method. When you go to delete them manually there are stark warnings about them being System files and not to delete them. Rubbish ! Zap the lot. And if, when you right click My Computer, Properties, it says your hard disk has the FAT system this should be changed to the FAT32 system - see Windows Help . As well as giving you much more space it is also a much more efficient (faster) system. 

When the machine DOES run out of memory it will do one of two things. Either it will freeze up or start to use an area of the hard disk called the Swap File. If it is doing this a lot you will see the hard disk light flicker a great deal. Moving stuff in an out of the Swap file is a slow business. It is worth having a look at it. Go to Control Panel, System, Performance, Advanced and look at the Virtual Memory settings. It will probably say 'Let the computer decide the best settings' In ME and XP this will change 'dynamically' and you may get better performance by selecting 'Let me specify My Own Virtual Settings'. Set the minimum to the size of your RAM and the Maximum should relate to the size of your hard disk. So, if you have a lot of space you can set it to 4Gb or more. In XP this area allows many changes which can improve performance, mainly by simplifying all the fancy things that it is set up to do by default. Whilst in this area you should set the File system to Network Server. This gives a surprising little boost to the speed of the machine. 

Startup
When you start up your machine you may find that it may load a number of programs automatically. Naturally, all the program developers are keen for their program to be easily accessible and many try to get them installed at Startup. Some will be running in the background but many show up as icons on the taskbar. Those on the right take memory (resources), whereas those on the left do not. It is important to reduce the number which are loaded at startup. In Windows 98 onwards this is done by running the program Msconfig and unticking unimportant things. Do leave on your anti virus software and firewall, Register checker and Systray but most of the rest can be unticked, including things like Real Player and any Office Suite programs. If you want to use these they can be called up when required - not sitting there taking 'resources' and slowing up other processes. 

So there are a few suggestions as to how to make the PC run a little faster. In the end, though, you may have to bite the bullet, backup your important data, ensure you have original disks for your programs and drivers for the Sound, Graphics, Modem, Printers and all other peripherals and Reformat the hard disk and re-install the whole thing. It is a mammoth task these days but in my view it results in a greater increase in speed than all the other ideas put together. 

