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Introduction

A

computer is nothing but a tool. It’s bigger than a hammer (well, most
hammers), heavier than a screwdriver, and generally less noisy than a circular saw — but is nonetheless a tool. You can do more stuff with a computer
than you can with a hammer and a screwdriver, but hammers and screwdrivers
are simpler to use and easier to clean up. (Circular saws are another story;
things can get messy really fast.)
Your computer does get messy; have no doubt about it. Programs load and
unload, files pop into existence and then slither off to unknown parts of your
hard drive, and spyware tries to adhere itself to your operating system. Every
day your system changes, as information is added and new demands are
placed on old programs.
All these things add to the unique clutter that comes to define and weigh
down your system. You can redefine your system and free your system, all
by identifying and removing the clutter. Cleaning Windows XP For Dummies
shows you how.

How to Read This Book
I’m a firm believer that you should read this book out loud, while standing on
the coffee table in your neighbor’s living room. It surely will make an impression on the neighbors’ kids and free up time you previously spent going to
dinner parties.
Whether you decide to read this book out loud or not, you should read the
first two chapters before reading any others. Dire consequences won’t result
if you decide not to, but those chapters lay a pretty good foundation for
everything else you find in the book.
After that, read whatever strikes your fancy. You know your system better
than I do. If your big problem is getting updates to Windows XP properly, skip
to Chapter 15. If instead you want to focus on archiving your data, turn to
Chapter 7.
You get the idea — this book can be as flexible as you are.
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Assumptions About You
Being the amazingly gifted and highly skilled author that I am, I can report
that I’ve achieved every author’s ideal and made no assumptions about you
in writing this book.
Well, I guess that’s not entirely true. I do assume that you read English.
And that you’re using Windows XP. And that you know how to turn your computer on. And that you know how to navigate through your system using My
Computer or Windows Explorer. And that you think your system might be
cluttered. And that you want it to be less cluttered.
Nope; I make no assumptions at all other than those. Oh, and that you know
how to use a Web browser. And an e-mail program. And that you aren’t afraid
to try new things once in a while. And that you want your system to run like
it did when it was new. And that you’re tired of menus longer than the want
ads and file folders that go on forever.
That should be it. Except that I assume you’re tired of being deluged with
e-mail. And that you want to protect yourself from spyware and viruses. And
that you aren’t sure if cookies are a bad thing. And that you think you can do
something to make your system cleaner.
Dang. I guess I do make some assumptions about you. But, being the somewhat gifted and nominally skilled author that I am, I know that these assumptions only identify you as a person who wants to use your computer better
and recognizes that cleaning that computer can help toward that end.
Working together, we can make that happen. (That’s why assumptions can be
a good thing.)

A Word about Operating Systems
and Service Pack 2
This book (as you can probably tell from the title) is about Windows XP. The
examples in the book assume you have Windows XP and are comfortable —
or at least conversant — with using it. If you and the operating system still
don’t get along at all times, don’t worry — the examples in this book will help
you show it who’s really the boss.
If you don’t have Windows XP, some of the concepts discussed in this book
will still be of value to you. In fact, many of the ideas related to cleaning things
up and making your system run better are easily applicable to any version of

Introduction
Windows. You’ll need to do your own “translations” of examples so they will
work on your system, and you may need to do some digging to find out how to
make the detailed steps work properly, but it shouldn’t be a huge job.
While discussing operating systems, a word or two is in order about
Windows XP Service Pack 2 (SP2 for short). The computing world is all atwitter about SP2. Many view it as much more than a run-of-the-mill service
update to Windows. In fact, Microsoft is pushing heavily for every computer
that has XP to upgrade to SP2. (Chapter 25 can help you determine whether
you want to upgrade.)
SP2 introduces a set of “security technologies” (Microsoft’s wording) that
should improve the ability of Windows XP to withstand attacks from viruses
and worms. That’s a good thing — if you think about it for a couple of nanoseconds. By installing SP2, you can help fortify XP so that it turns away the bad
guys.
Will SP2 help to unclutter your system? No, not really. It strengthens the security of your system, which can stop it from getting cluttered in the first place,
but if your system is already cluttered, SP2 won’t magically make it uncluttered. You still need to go through the “deep cleaning” process required of all
cluttered computer owners. SP2 helps keep bad things (worms, viruses, and
so on) off your system, but if there are bad things on your system already,
you still need to take steps to get them off. This book can help you do that.

How This Book Is Organized
My editor tells me that organizing a book into parts is a good thing. It helps
keep the chapters from running into each other. (Apparently having unrelated chapters freely associating with each other is unhealthy.) To keep
with longstanding tradition and to keep my editor from yelling at me, I’ve
organized Cleaning Windows XP For Dummies into the following parts.

Part I: The Basics of Cleaning Your System
Get off on the right foot by discovering why you even need to clean your
system (as if you didn’t know). You find out what you should clean, when you
should clean it, what tools to use, and whether you should consider getting a
new system.
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Part II: Programs and Data
Programs and data are the two great components of any computer system —
including yours. Part II focuses on identifying what programs you have, how
to make them run faster, and how to get rid of programs you no longer need.
You also find out how to identify all the data on your hard drive, as well
as targeting and deleting the data you no longer need. I’ve dedicated a full
chapter to concepts about organizing and archiving your important data.

Part III: E-Mail and the Internet
E-mail and the Internet are, for better or worse, a part of most people’s daily
lives. This part zeroes in on how you can manage the glut of e-mail you get
daily. You discover how to deal with spam and organize the e-mail you keep.
You also find out the telltale signs of virus and spyware infections, as well as
how to get rid of these troublesome pests. Finally, you discover how to deal
with information (not related to e-mail) that you may receive when using the
Internet.

Part IV: The Operating System
Windows XP is nothing if not flexible and configurable. Part IV discusses how
to clean up the user interface so using Windows is easier than ever before.
You discover how to streamline Windows so it runs faster, as well as how to
speed up the file system.
Microsoft wants you to have the most up-to-date system possible, and
Windows XP makes it easy to stay updated with automatic downloads. You’ll
understand how to use the update system and find out when it makes sense
to get a new system rather than clean up the old one.

Part V: Advanced Cleaning
for the Truly Brave
This part focuses on things you can do to implement deep-cleaning strategies. You determine whether you need more memory in your system or a
larger hard drive. You discover ways to make your system more secure, and
thereby minimize the chance of having others clutter your system. I also discuss the special needs of cleaning up in a networked environment.

Introduction
An entire chapter covers the ins and outs of working with the Registry, your
computer’s central nervous system. You find out how to edit the Registry and
use special software to keep it in tip-top shape.
The final chapter in this part explains different ways to fix a corrupted
Windows XP installation. You even find out how to start all over by wiping
out your computer system and installing Windows anew.

Part VI: The Part of Tens
Ahhh! The Part of Tens. Here’s where you find small, bite-sized tidbits that can
help get your system cleaned up and keep it that way. You find troubleshooting
ideas, software tools for cleaning, and a multitude of online resources to help
you tidy up.

Customs and Practices
I followed a few conventions that you might be interested in. Why? Because
then you know why I chose to do something, and we can understand each
other better.
First, if I talk about clicking the mouse, I mean clicking the left button. If I want
you to click the right button, I specifically talk about right-clicking. (Quite a bit
of right-clicking goes on in Windows.)
If a procedure takes more than a couple of discrete steps to complete, I try to
detail those steps as much as I can. It’s frustrating as heck to read “do this” in
a book, and when you do it, the steps don’t work for you. The steps should
work if you’re using Windows XP; I’ve tried them out, as have my editor and
my technical editor. (Three heads are better than one.)
Finally, if you must make a series of choices with the mouse, I separate the
choices with an arrow. For example, if you see “Choose Start➪All Programs➪
Accessories➪Notepad,” that means you should click the Start menu, then the
All Programs option, then Accessories, and finally Notepad.

Icons Used in This Book
As part of agreeing to write this book, I insisted that Wiley break with tradition and include cute little icons that call your attention to things that I think
need your attention. They tried to balk at my demand, but I held firm, with
my only desire to put your needs, my reader, first. Finally, they got tired of my
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expert negotiating and gave in to my demand. (I hope the other For Dummies
series authors appreciate all my hard work in this area.)
With that in mind, you see the following icons sprinkled liberally throughout
this book. Pay attention to this; you’ll have a test later!
If something is really short and really cool, I used this icon. Tips are bite-sized
nuggets of information that can — hopefully — make your life easier and more
fulfilling. (They should at least make you feel better about cleaning your
Windows system.)
This icon alerts you to the gotchas of cleaning your Windows system. Ignore
these tidbits at your own risk. (Ohh . . . that sounds ominous!) Warnings are
given for a reason: primarily to help you avoid problems that can cause you
grief and a whole lot of extra work.
This icon doesn’t mean you can forget everything else in the book. Nope; I
included it so that you can make special note of something you need later. Or
it could be a piece of information designed to jog your memory about something you should have picked up earlier in the book. Remember — the remember icon can help you remember what you need to remember.
A few of these icons are thrown into the mix so that the geeks among us feel
comfortable. If geekiness scares the bejeebers out of you, ignore anything
with this icon. If you really want a moment of technical clarity, you might find
anything with this icon very illuminating.

Where to Go from Here
I think the best place to go is to the next page, but it doesn’t matter what
I think. You can use or abuse this book in any way you see fit. If something on
page 153 strikes your fancy, then go for it! You can always return to page 152
(or any other page) at a later time, when the need arises.
You see, that’s the really cool thing about cleaning your system and For
Dummies books — they don’t have to be done or read in any particular order.
And the sky is the limit in Cleaning Windows XP For Dummies. You can start
reading anywhere you like, on any topic you like. When you tire of that topic,
move to one that strikes your fancy.
As for me, I still think the best place to start is on the next page. . . .

Part I

The Basics of
Cleaning Your
System

D

In this part . . .

iscover why you need to clean your system, what
you should clean, when you should clean it, what
tools to use, and whether you should consider getting a
new system.

Chapter 1

First Things First: Why
You Should Clean
In This Chapter
 Determining whether your system needs cleaning
 Balancing the pros and cons of cleaning
 Focusing your cleaning efforts

M

y system isn’t messed up, is it? (What? Me worry?)

Yes, you should worry. Or, you should at least be aware that you may need to
worry. Computer systems easily and quickly become untidy and messed up.
If you don’t clean yours, you run the risk of big problems down the road.
Do I really need to point out the benefits of a clean computer system? (I do —
a little later in this chapter.) Does someone need to come into your house
and point out why you need to pick up your clothes, dust the furniture, wash
the dishes, and tend to the dog? Probably not; you know that a clean house is
healthful, inviting, and safe.
It’s the same with computers. Over time, your computer can become cluttered with unused programs, unknown data, and unwanted visitors. With a
little effort, you can clean your system so that it runs at top form, and you
can breeze through your work faster and easier than you can in an unclean
system. In addition, clean systems are more reliable, less prone to failure,
and easier to protect from attack by malicious programs.
Before you can begin cleaning, however, you need to recognize the need to
clean and why you should spend the time to do it.
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Telltale Signs of an Unclean Computer
How can you know if your system needs cleaning? I’ve compiled a list of several sure-fire signs that you need help (envision Jeff Foxworthy standing in
front of your computer):
You know you have a messed-up computer . . .
 If you have to leave a trail of breadcrumbs so you don’t get lost finding
your way through the options in your Start menu
 If every pop-up on your computer apologizes for bothering you and quietly closes on its own
 If you try to install a new program and the installation program reports
your system to the Board of Health
 If you think Defragment is the name of a new rap song by Eminem (Yo!)
 If the only way to add more icons to your desktop is to get a larger
desktop
 If you start the program to balance your checkbook, only to find that
your son’s illegal copy of Splinter Cell ate the last month’s worth of
transactions
 If someone mentions “backup” and chills run up and down your spine
 If virus software refuses to install itself on your system
Perhaps such observations aren’t worthy of Jeff Foxworthy, but this list highlights those things that really are good indicators your computer needs cleaning. The next few sections detail some other obvious signs that you need help.

The view from the desktop isn’t pretty
Does your desktop look like the one shown in Figure 1-1? If so, you have problems. Maybe you bought into the old adage that a clean desk is a sign of a sick
mind, and in the process lost your ability to effectively use your system.
Whatever got you to this point, you need your Windows cleaned. Badly.
Your computer desktop is supposed to be a clean, inviting place where you
store only a few icons of your most commonly used programs. For too many
people, they become “catch-alls,” repositories of every stray icon that comes
their way.

Chapter 1: First Things First: Why You Should Clean

Figure 1-1:
Cluttered
desktops
are a sure
sign that
your system
needs
cleaning.

Taskbar

System tray

A cluttered desktop is a good sign that your entire PC is cluttered. The solution is to clean your system and rid yourself of all that mess.
If your desktop is as cluttered as the one shown in Figure 1-1 — and especially if it’s even more cluttered — head to Chapter 12, where I give you
some help regaining control.

Traversing the Start menu
jungle is an adventure
Can you imagine running Windows without the Start menu? Neither can I. The
Start menu is indispensable to quickly and easily finding the programs you
want to run.
At least, that’s the way it’s supposed to be.
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On many systems that I’ve seen, the Start menu gets unorganized and cluttered with lots of programs the user seldom, if ever, uses. Figure 1-2 shows
one such Start menu, just itching to be cleaned.
The Start menu is supposed to provide a convenient path to all the programs
installed on your system. Over time, some paths are used more than others,
and some paths become completely unused. Removing unused items from the
Start menu and organizing what is left can make your system easier to use.
As you remove unused programs from your computer (which I show you how
to do in Chapter 5), your Start menu will look better and better. When you
really need to give your Start menu a makeover, Chapter 12 (where I discuss
taking back control of the user interface) will be invaluable.

Your PC is slower than molasses
I remember shortly after microwave ovens first came out (yes, I’m that old)
watching my grandma use one to bake some potatoes. She would anxiously
look through the oven’s door and mumble “hurry up, hurry up.”

Figure 1-2:
Long,
deep, and
cluttered
Start menus
can hinder
your work.
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I chuckled about it then, but years later I find myself doing the same thing
with my computer. When I got the computer, it seemed really, really fast. Now,
after using it for a year or so, it seems to be slower than I remember it. Yes, it
is still faster than doing things “the old way” (sort of like baking potatoes in a
conventional oven), but I find myself talking to the computer, begging it to
“hurry up.”
If your PC seems slower than it should — particularly if it seems slower than
when you first got it — then your system is a prime candidate for cleaning.
Over time, the detritus that’s collected during everyday use can start to bog
down your computer. If you don’t periodically banish that junk, it can affect
the work you do. The change is typically slowly, ever so slowly, until you
notice one day that your computer just doesn’t run like it used to.
If you want to make your programs run faster, you’re in luck because I show
you how to do that in Chapter 4. To make Windows itself hum right along,
check out Chapters 13 and 14, which cover getting the cobwebs out of
Windows and making your file system run faster, respectively.

You have files older than your dog
I’ve had my dog for just over eighteen months, which makes him ten or eleven
years old in dog years, right? Does that mean he’s been chewing up my son’s
shoes for eighteen months or eleven years? Hmmm. . . . Converting people years
to dog years may be philosophically confusing, but there is nothing confusing
about examining the age of the files on your computer. If you use My Computer
or the Windows Explorer to look at the files on your computer, I’ll bet you could
find some that are three, five, or even ten years old.
I can hear you now: “Not on my system. I just got it a year ago, so I don’t have
anything as old as your dog.” Wrong, bucko! Computer files tend to follow
you around, over the years, without you even realizing it. For instance, computer files are commonly transferred from an old system to a new system.
When transferred, the files retain their old file dates — they are old files.
You may also share files with other people in your office, family, or circle of
friends. Place the files on your computer, and you may quickly forget about
them. But they are there, aging like a not-so-fine wine, taking up space and
adding to the general clutter of your system.
A large number of old, old files are a sure sign that you need to clean your
system. You can archive your data or create backups that allow you to remove
unneeded data from your hard drive, freeing up space for other data and tasks.
Chapter 7 gives you the straight scoop on how to keep only the data you need.
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Your system tray looks like a parking lot
The system tray is the area at the right side of your taskbar. Take a look at
the bottom of your computer screen. Now, shift your eyes all the way to the
right. You probably see the current time, and you may see a few icons. Even
if you don’t realize it, that’s the system tray (refer to Figure 1-1).
In Windows XP, the system tray is a little deceiving because it hides some of
the icons. Perhaps the folks in Redmond don’t want you to be consciously
aware of how cluttered this area can become. Don’t let that stand in your
way, however. If you click the small left-pointing arrow at the left side of the
system tray, you see the entire contents of the system tray.
Each icon in the system tray represents a utility program that is currently
running in your system. You may see icons for any number of programs. How
many do you see? Five? Ten? More? Some programs that you install on your
computer are a bit egotistical. They think they’re so important that they
deserve a place of honor in your system tray. When you install one of these
egotistical programs, besides adding itself to your Start menu and your desktop, it stakes out prime ground in your system tray.
Clutter, clutter, clutter. If you have a bunch of icons in your system tray, your
system is a prime candidate for cleaning. Get rid of a few of these babies, and
you may find your system running leaner and faster than before.
Don’t try to delete any of the system tray icons yet. Some of the icons will
go away as you remove old programs. You also find out how to reclaim this
prime area of your system by controlling what programs are run when your
computer starts; Chapter 13 provides this important information.

Cleaning Up: The Pros and Cons
If your system needs cleaning, you’ve come to the right place. Cleaning
Windows For Dummies is a great resource that you can use to get your system
back to near-new condition. If you’re not convinced that your computer needs
a good cleaning, then you’re obviously a discerning person who needs to
examine all the ins and outs of an issue before making a commitment. (That,
or you’re in denial and won’t make a change until you’re operating in crisis
mode. Don’t clean, and, I promise you, the crisis will come soon enough.)
If your mind works like mine — I know that is a scary thought for some —
then you will want to examine the pros and cons of cleaning your system.
Doing so can help provide the rationale for the cleaning work you do.
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The pros
You’ve finally reached the big time — the pros! Oh, sorry, wrong homonym. . . .
In this instance, “the pros” mean benefits. Specifically, the benefits of cleaning
up your system, which I list here:
 Speed: A clean system runs faster than one that needs cleaning. Do
you remember when you first got your PC? You probably thought it
ran very fast. If your system stays clean, you shouldn’t notice it running
any slower over time. Unfortunately, most systems don’t stay clean and
require your attention. Give it that attention — that is, do the cleaning —
and your system can run just as fast as it did the day you got it.
 Efficiency: If you’re using a clean system, you can get through your work
faster, and you are therefore more efficient. A clean system doesn’t make
you immensely more efficient — if it did, the self-help publishing market
would shrink dramatically. You can still get sidetracked playing games or
arguing religion and politics on various message boards, but with a clean
system you can do even those things more efficiently.
 Reliability: A huge benefit of a clean system is that it is more reliable than
one that isn’t. If you fail to clean your system, over time it goes from clean
to cluttered to messed-up to unstable. Unstable systems crash. Unstable
systems have a tendency to lose data. Unstable systems are a real pain.
Clean your system, and you should see stability jump dramatically. No
pain, big gain.
 Stress reduction: Do you like to sleep at night? Do you prefer having no
worry? Believe it or not, having a clean system can reduce anxiety and
provide peace of mind. How so? Consider the worry you would have if a
virus infected your system, or if you weren’t sure that the financial data
on it was safe, or if you didn’t know what programs were running on the
system, or . . . . You get the idea. Worry comes in all shapes and sizes. If
you clean your computer, you have a better handle on what’s on your
computer and how it’s being used.
 Economics: Cleaning your computer can save you money — sometimes
lots of money. I suspect that hard-drive clutter has helped boost the
bottom line of hard drive manufacturers significantly over the past
decade. Running low on space? Get a new drive. Computer running
slow? Get a new system. Chances are, some of those new drives and
new systems would have been unnecessary had the users done just a
little housecleaning.
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The cons
Every coin has two sides, and unless you’re a bunko victim, the two sides
aren’t the same. I’m no bunko artist, so I’m pleased to point out that doing a
cleanup also has its negatives. You need to be aware of those negatives, right
from the get-go:
 Time-consumption: Cleaning your computer takes time. You probably
feel strapped for time right now, don’t you? (Most people do.) Cleaning
your computer can take anywhere from a trivial amount to a substantial
amount of time. I’ve cleaned some systems — completely — in as little
as two hours, while I’ve spent days cleaning other systems. How much
time will your clean-up take? I can’t answer that, but I can say be prepared for a time commitment and be patient — your time will pay off in
the end when your computer is running more smoothly.
Fortunately, you have some control over how and when to spend that
time. You don’t have to spend it all in a single block, although you could.
You can spend the time over a period of days or weeks, as the time
becomes available. Check out chapter 2, where I discuss setting up a
cleaning schedule, which can help you manage your cleaning time.
 The learning curve: Part of the time required to do the cleanup is
rooted in another drawback: the learning curve. Figuring out how to use
some of the tools you use to clean takes time. If you’re already comfortable with your computer and the cleaning tools, then your learning
curve is lower than for those who are unfamiliar.
 The bother: I won’t lie to you — cleaning up your computer can be a
bother. If you approach the task as a chore, then it will be bothersome.
But I encourage you to fight the urge to procrastinate cleaning; don’t put it
off as you might other bothersome tasks. To borrow a phrase, remember
that it’s not just a job — its an adventure. Try to overcome the “bother
factor” by looking on it as a learning experience. If necessary, spread out
the cleanup over several days so that you don’t max out your stress level
in a single session.

Balancing pros and cons
You may come up with other pros and cons than those I present in the preceding two sections. Some may be specific to your particular situation.
(Is your job in jeopardy if you don’t clean up your computer?) If you write
the pros on the left side of a sheet of paper and the cons on the right side,
you can easily see how they balance out — and then determine which side
wins.
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Paying the price
If you’re short on time, you may be tempted to
pay someone else to clean your system. After
all, you pay someone to clean your car, clean
your office, clean your house, and clean your
yard. Why not have someone else do your
cleaning for you?
Why not, indeed. You certainly can have someone else clean your computer, but chances are
good that you won’t like the price. Plan on
paying anywhere from $50 per hour to $150 per
hour for computer cleaning. Do the math — if it

takes two, four, six, or more hours to clean your
computer, how much will you pay? Ouch!
Also, you should understand that cleaning isn’t
just a one-time thing. But if you change your
behavior, you won’t have to clean as often or
pay as much in the future. You can’t pay someone else to change your computer behavior.
Because you can learn so much while you’re
cleaning, it is well worth your while to do the
cleaning yourself, at least for the first time.

In general, I think that the pros outweigh the cons by a significant amount
(hence, this book). I’m guessing you think so, too; that’s why you’re reading
this book. But you may need to work on timing, or you may need to work on
attitude before you bring yourself to actually do it. Just keep in mind that
having a clean computer is something that is beneficial in more ways than
you can imagine.

Keeping Your House Tidy
Just like keeping your house tidy takes concerted effort on your part, keeping
your computer system clean takes effort also. Some people mistakenly think
that caring for their computer should be as mindless and easy as caring for
their TVs and don’t even think about cleaning their computers. But if you’ve
read this whole chapter, you now know you need to clean your system — and
that there are benefits to cleaning it. So you’re ready to jump right in and
tackle the job. (You are ready, right?)
I show you that you don’t have to dread cleaning your system. Sure, this job
takes some time, but it doesn’t have to be an intimidating task. In fact, you
can even clean your system over a period of weeks — a little here and a little
there — and before you know it, it’s done.
As you seek to clean up your system, the different areas you can focus on
include
 Your programs: The entire purpose of your computer is to create an
environment in which you can effectively use different programs. If your
programs don’t run well, the value of your computer decreases. If you
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focus on cleaning up your programs or making them run faster (the
focus of Chapters 3, 4, and 5), you immediately increase the value of
your system.
 Your data: Chances are good that your programs eat, sleep, and breathe
data. Programs need data to run, to fulfill their purpose in life. If your
data is messed up, then your programs may just refuse to work properly.
Managing data can be a monumental task, but doing so effectively will
free up space on your hard drive and allow your programs to run faster.
Head to Chapters 6 and 7 to find out more.
 Your e-mail: We live in a well-connected world. If you use e-mail (and
who doesn’t), then you can clutter up your system without even realizing it. Spam and viruses routinely bombard your system through e-mail.
If you better manage your e-mail (I show you how in Chapters 8 and 9),
you lessen clutter and make your system more secure.
 Your Internet use: E-mail isn’t the only use for your Internet connection.
As you browse around the Web, your system is routinely filled up with
files you don’t even know about. Whether these files are benign or harmful, they all add to the clutter of your system. If you pay attention to
what’s stored on your system, you can reduce the clutter and improve
overall performance. Chapters 10 and 11 can help you tackle the Internet
beast.
 The operating system: Ah, Windows. What can be said about Windows?
Actually, quite a lot can be said — and not all of it bad! Windows is a
great operating system, and one of its biggest strengths is its configurability. In Part IV, I show you ways to tweak and prod Windows into running faster than it ever did before.
There are also some advanced things you can do, such as tweaking your
hardware (or adding new hardware), improving your security profile, and
[shudder] diving into the Registry. Such endeavors (which I cover in Part V)
are usually relegated to the last, after you have worked through the other
cleaning areas. I recommend that you proceed into these areas with extreme
caution.
How will you know when your system is finally clean? You’ll know you’ve
succeeded when your system runs smoother, faster, and more reliably than
before. You’ll know when you are able to finish your work quicker, without
getting bogged down.

Chapter 2

Determining What to
Clean and When
In This Chapter
 Practicing safe cleaning so you don’t get burned
 Locating just the right cleaning tools
 Scheduling your cleaning tasks
 Answering the cleaning conundrum with new hardware

W

hen you think about cleaning your Windows system, do you feel the
walls closing in? Do you find it hard to breathe? Does everything start
spinning and go dark?
If so, you’ve been sitting at the computer too long. Or maybe someone has
spiked your drink. Or you sat in one position so long that you’ve cut off oxygen
to your brain. Stand up. Stretch a bit. Go outside for a breath of fresh air.
You see, cleaning your computer is neither rocket science nor something even
harder (like assembling your kids’ Christmas toys after one-too-many egg nogs
on Christmas Eve), but it involves multiple steps: creating lists, taking precautionary measures, finding helpful tools, making a cleaning schedule, and asking
yourself (and then answering) tough questions, such as “Should I just wipe out
the system and start anew?” or “Do I need new hardware?” After the fresh air
and helpful stretch, read on and discover how you can approach these steps to
get your computer back to its pre-messed-up glory.

How to Eat an Elephant
I’m sure you’ve heard the old joke “How do you eat an elephant?” The answer,
of course, is one bite at a time. Cleaning your computer system is the same
thing. (I could try to stretch the analogy by talking about elephants/computers
and memory, but will gladly spare you the pain.)
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Face it — you can do quite a bit to clean the average Windows system. Files
proliferate, programs fall out of favor, viruses reproduce, e-mail clusters, and
pop-ups populate. Throw in a little systemic neglect and before you know it,
you have a messed-up system that badly needs cleaning.
So how do you do it all? One bite at a time. Don’t put off doing some cleaning
today with the hope that you will have more time tomorrow. Truth be told,
cleaning a Windows system is more about behavior than it is about one or
two tasks. Granted, you need to do some remedial work to get your system
back in peak condition, but once you do, keeping your system clean on an
ongoing basis is much easier than doing the remedial work in the first place.
So which part of the elephant should you chew on first? At the end of
Chapter 1 you find out the different areas of your computer system that you
should clean. In general, you should work on the most accessible parts of the
elephant first and then move on to the rest. Following is a list of items that
I recommend you do even if you’re really pressed for time. (I give you ideas
about setting up cleaning routines in the later section, “Creating Cleaning
Schedules.”)
 If you have only limited time available, get rid of unused and
unneeded files. Archive your old-but-still-valuable files to get them
off your system. When you have more time, you can go back and deal
with your programs and your system as a whole. (Generally you should
get your programs under control before worrying about your data, but
the key here is time restriction. Working on programs simply takes
longer than does taming your data.)
 If you have more time available, do a program inventory and remove
the programs you no longer need. (See Chapters 3 and 5, where I discuss creating an inventory and deleting unwanted programs.) You’d be
amazed at how much clutter this can remove from your system. Then
go back and clean up your data and archive your older information.
 Get rid of spyware and spam and get your Internet environment under
control. If you do this, you find that using the Internet can again become
productive, rather than frustrating. (Part III covers a ton of territory in
this regard.)
 Closely examine what your computer loads without your knowledge.
This is one of the key places many people overlook (even when suggesting ways to clean your computer), but Windows encounters instructions
to automatically load different programs from a myriad of places (most
on the Web). These programs can hog resources and slow down your
system’s overall performance.
Of course, tracking down such unseen scoundrels can take a bit of time.
When you have that time (and after you’ve done the other things in this
list), jump in and try to figure out what’s going on. Windows provides
some utilities that can help, such as the System Configuration Utility
(msconfig), which I tell you about in Chapter 13.
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 If you really have some time to kill — or you just fancy yourself a
masochist — you can wade into the murky waters of the Windows
Registry. The Registry is the centralized database that controls virtually
everything that happens in the operating system. It is mind-numbingly
complex and staggeringly obtuse for normal humans to deal with.
However, you can do things in the Registry that you cannot do in any
other way. An entire chapter of this book (Chapter 20) deals with this
very topic.
Working in the Registry is not for the faint-of-heart. Make sure you
double-check every action before you take it. One wrong step and you
can bring your system to its knees. (Don’t be overly worried; Chapter 20
explains how to make backups of the Registry in case of problems.)
After you’ve tackled the elephant that is your Windows system, you will
undoubtedly look back and be glad you went through the process. (You’ll
also be glad you’re done, but that’s another story.)

Precautions for Safety’s Sake
It’s a jungle out there. (It’s too bad you ate your elephant; you could use it to
help you get through the jungle.) In the jungle, bad things can happen to
good people. Because you are good people, you may be interested in some
things to help stave off or completely avoid the bad things.
Cleaning a Windows system necessarily involves moving things, adding things,
deleting things, and sometimes renaming things. Any of these tasks, while necessary, can have unintended consequences. Heaven forbid you should delete a
critical system file or wipe out the wrong data key in the Registry. (Refer to the
previous bulleted list, where I define the Registry and explain its importance.)
These precautions help you avoid the bad things:
 Don’t delete files without knowing what you are deleting. If you are in
doubt, simply move the file to a different directory or rename it. Then, if
you restart your system (or the program) and find out you made a mistake, you can always move the file back or restore its original name.
 Make periodic backups of your system. (You’ve heard this before,
right?) If you’re getting ready to do a huge cleaning session, you might
want to make a backup right before you start. If you want to rely on an
older backup, you might want to have it close by, in case you need it
when you start your cleaning session.
 Be careful how you delete programs. In the wonderful days of DOS, in
the misty past, programs usually consisted of a couple of files or all the
files in a given directory. Not so in Windows. When you install a program, the installation program can move pieces and parts all over the
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place. When you run the program, it can move more of itself to still
other places. Because of that, the best way to delete a program is to use
either the uninstaller provided with the software or the Add/Remove
Programs applet in the Control Panel. Don’t just delete the main folder
for the program — pieces and parts will remain scattered hither and
yon. (Hither is easy to find; yon is more difficult.)
 Know what you are doing with the Registry. The Registry is a largely
incomprehensible place. Be careful when you are changing or deleting
things in the Registry. In fact, I recommend making a backup of the
Registry before you do any big changes, or simply export a data key
when you are getting ready to make more minor changes. (A data key is
geekspeak for a branch in the Registry. Find out more about keys and
how to back them up in Chapter 20.) Windows does not have a Recycle
Bin for the Registry — if you delete something by mistake, you will be
glad you made a copy ahead of time.
 If a new icon shows up on your desktop one day, don’t double-click it.
If you don’t know why it’s there, someone (or some program) has possibly deposited it there. If you don’t know what it does, why double-click it
and run it? A safer course of action is to right-click the icon, choose
Properties, and then examine what programs the icon runs.
 Keep your original program discs accessible. If you change the a program’s installation, you probably need the discs. If you delete a part of
the program you shouldn’t, you probably need the discs. If you want to
reinstall the program, you probably need the discs. Just keep them close.
And it wouldn’t hurt to have any necessary software keys (those pesky
ten-character — or longer — codes required to install or unlock your
software) for the discs, either.
 Use only programs from reputable sources. This book talks about lots
of programs you can use to help with your system cleaning. You can
download most of these programs from the Internet. Rest assured that
the programs I suggest have been tested and are reliable. You can’t make
that same assumption with all the software you find on the Internet. If
you download and run a program from a disreputable source, you could
possibly infect your system with a virus or do some other systemcrashing function.
I didn’t list these precautions in any particular order. They simply give you
some guidance as you start on your worthy quest through the jungle. Rest
assured, however, that you already possess the best safeguard you can have:
common sense. Trust your common sense and it will help you through a large
number of the problems you may face.
As you’re cleaning your system, keep a notepad and pen nearby. Jot down
each cleaning step you take, along with any oddities you observe. This could
be helpful if you later need to track down a problem that crops up.
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Finding the Right Tools
The Right Tools. Man, I loved that movie. Sam Shepard, Scott Glenn, Ed Harris,
and Dennis Quaid were amazing. It had me on the edge of my seat, especially
when . . . no, wait — that was The Right Stuff. (Dang it. The Right Tools would
probably star Tim “the tool man” Taylor in a 1965 Ford Mustang convertible.
Guess I’ll have to wait for that one.)
You don’t have to blast off into space to find the right cleaning tools. In fact,
many of the proper tools are already on your system, provided with
Windows. Others are third-party tools that you have to find on the Internet.

Finding Windows tools
You probably don’t know about the tools already on your system because
Microsoft just throws them in without any fanfare. In fact, on Windows XP
these tools are downright hard to find.
Think I’m kidding? Follow these steps and you see what I mean:
1. Right-click on any blank area of the taskbar and choose Properties
from the Context menu that appears.
The Taskbar and Start Menu Properties dialog box appears.
2. Select the Start Menu tab.
As shown in Figure 2-1, a nice, idyllic scene appears, reminiscent of
when you first got Windows XP and you ran through the lush, green
grass in your bare feet. (That whole scene reminds me of some bothersome anti-allergy pharmaceutical commercial.)
3. Select the Start Menu option and click Customize.
The Customize Start Menu dialog box appears.
4. Click the Advanced tab.
Windows displays a plethora of options, as shown in Figure 2-2.
5. Scroll to the bottom of the Start Menu Items list.
You’re looking for a section of the list titled System Administrative Tools.
Notice, when you find it, that the Don’t Display This Item option is
selected. (Told you Microsoft made this hard.)
6. Choose the Display on the All Programs Menu and the Start Menu
options.
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Figure 2-1:
This is the
dialog box
where you
slice and
dice your
Start menu.

7. Close all the dialog boxes.
All you need to do is click OK a few times. This saves your change.

Figure 2-2:
Ah ha!
The longhidden
utility
features of
Windows
XP.

Now when you click your Start menu button, you should notice that a new
Administrative Tools option appears, right below the Control Panel option.
This option — which Microsoft hides because someone in Redmond feels you
aren’t ready for the responsibility — can help you clean up your system and
access many helpful-yet-geeky tools. Some of these tools are explained later in
this book, in various chapters. Other tools accessible through Administrative
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Tools are designed for heavy-duty system administration, and aren’t terribly
useful when cleaning your system. Feel free to explore the tools to see
whether they’re beneficial to you.
Many other Windows tools are accessible only from the Run menu; I detail
those at the appropriate places throughout this book. (I wouldn’t want you to
get too much power right away, without a proper explanation. There could be
cosmic consequences.)

Finding third-party tools
Third-party tools are those provided by people or companies other than
Microsoft. (You’re the first party, Microsoft is the second party, and everyone
else is third-party.) Many, many tools are available in your local computer
store or on the Internet, each one promising to help you run your system
faster, safer, smoother, and with less chaffing than ever before. Some work
well; some don’t. You need to be careful that you don’t fall for all the advertising glitz, however. The old adage that “if something sounds too good to
be true, it probably is” readily applies here.
With that caveat in mind, you can go searching for tools in several places, if
you’re so inclined. I recommend trying these:
 Tucows. Once just a straight download site, Tucows has become much
more. For that reason, I generally jump right to the Windows-specific
section at www.tucows.com/windows.html. For most folks, this site is
the gold mine of downloadable software.
 CNET. One of those megasites (www.cnet.com), it includes not only downloads, but also all sorts of reviews of products they want you to buy.
 Shareware.com. This site, at www.shareware.com, is actually run by
the folks at CNET. You get many of the same results here that you do at
CNET.
 Major Geeks. An interesting site with a military motif, www.majorgeeks.
com is a site for, well, people who are geeks in a major way. Lots of different downloads help you do everything from benchmarking (testing your
system’s speed and performance) to multimedia.
 SysInternals. Top-notch freeware utilities for Windows systems can be
found at www.sysinternals.com. The utilities here are hard-core and
totally geeky by definition. Real good stuff, though.
I show you how to use a good number of third-party tools in the different chapters of this book. For instance, in Chapter 6 you discover System Mechanic,
an award-winning tool from Iolo Technologies. In Chapter 8 you get a quick
overview of different spam-combating programs. And in Chapter 20 you find
out about different software solutions for cleaning the Registry.
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These examples are just a portion of what’s in store for you when it comes
to third-party software. The point is, lots of good third-party software is out
there and new stuff is rising to the top of the heap all the time. With a little
looking around and checking it out, you can find different tools that will help
you clean your Windows system and keep it clean.
For a more detailed list of my favorite tools, check out Chapter 23. For a
really cool bunch of online resources you can use, refer to Chapter 24.

Creating a Cleaning Schedule
I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: Cleaning your Windows system doesn’t
need to be intimidating. Sure, cleaning can take some time to accomplish, but
you don’t need to do the cleaning all at once. You can break up the big job of
cleaning into smaller, more manageable tasks, doing a little here and a little
there until you’re done cleaning completely.
Or are you?
In reality, cleaning is never done completely — it should be an ongoing
endeavor. If you set up a schedule for your cleaning, your system can remain
clean and you lessen the chance of having a messed-up computer. Plus, your
life will be happier, your kids smarter, and the sun shine brighter on your
home. (I threw that in for the movie version of this book. It doesn’t hurt to
think ahead.)
So what type of schedule should you set up for cleaning? Well, the next few
sections detail things you can do now (as in today), things you can do once
a week, once a month, and every year. I’m sure you will find enough info here
to create your own schedule.

Now. Do it now — right now.
Got some spare time on your hands today? The following list explains just
five things that you can do in as little as 10 or 20 minutes to help make your
system cleaner:
 Take out the trash: If the trash in your kitchen overflows, you either
take it out or the dog treats it as a toy box. Your computer probably has
trash everywhere and you don’t even realize it — it doesn’t overflow and
the dog doesn’t care. To empty your computer trash, right-click your
Recycle Bin (on the Desktop) and choose Empty.
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 Eliminate unneeded e-mail messages: Skip over to your e-mail program
and empty the e-mails from three areas: Sent Items, Deleted Items, and
Junk E-mail. (These names are typical in Outlook; the folder names may
be different in your e-mail program.) For a detailed look at how to get a
handle on your e-mail, refer to Chapters 8 and 9.
 Delete unused programs: Choose Start➪Control Panel➪Add/Remove
Programs to open the Add/Remove Programs applet. Examine the programs listed there and see if you can delete any. (Hint: If you don’t use
it any more, you should delete it.) Find out more about identifying your
programs in Chapter 3 and how to get rid of them in Chapter 5.
 Clean out the Web cache: The Web cache is your system’s repository of
temporary files downloaded from the Internet. You go through your Web
browser to access the cache and delete anything you don’t need. Exactly
how you do this depends on the type of browser you have, but in Internet
Explorer you choose Tools➪Internet Options to display the Internet
Options dialog box. Select the General tab and click Delete Files. Chapter
11 contains details on how to tame the cache files.
 Delete cookies: Cookies are small data files stored on your system to
customize your browsing experience on some Web sites. If desired, you
can clean out the cookies stored by your browser. Some people like to
do this, but doing so generally doesn’t save a whole lot of disk space.
Deleting cookies carries a downside, so make sure you read through
Chapter 11 before you clean them out.
There. That didn’t take too long, did it? And, truth be told, you probably freed
up several megabytes of space on your hard drive. Cool.

Once a week should do it
All across America, in offices large and small, people start watching the clock
at about 2:00 pm on Fridays. Time seems to slow down and drag on forever as
quitting time approaches and the weekend beckons.
Don’t let your zeal for the weekend, however, stop you from doing a few cleanup tasks every week. Friday afternoons are a great time to do these things, but
you can actually do them any time during the week — it doesn’t really matter.
 Delete temporary files: Temporary files tend to proliferate, for a variety
of reasons, and do nothing but occupy space. Locate them, delete them,
and then empty the Recycle Bin. Chapter 6 helps you with this process.
 Make backups: If you don’t already do it daily, make backups of your
data. Folks, this is cheap insurance. It isn’t a matter of whether you need
your backups, but when you need them because you will need them —
so make backups! (Wow. Was that forceful enough?) After you make the
backups, store them somewhere safe. Chapter 7 includes information
about making and storing backups.
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 Clean out the root directory: The root directory is a special place on
each hard drive; it represents prime real estate in the file-storage world.
Unfortunately, root directories also have a tendency to become cluttered
easily. If you take a look at them once a week and clean them out as necessary it helps keep your operating system happier. You probably don’t
want to delete files willy nilly; Chapter 7 contains the details on how to
keep root directories in tip-top shape.
After you get good at completing these weekly tasks, they won’t take you long
at all. Plus, your system will be cleaner and your data more secure. Don’t you
feel better now? Is it quitting time yet?

It’s the end of the month already!
The months click by, and the older you get, the faster they click by. You do
different things every month, like clockwork. You turn a page on the calendar.
You reconcile your checkbook with the bank statement. You pay your mortgage or rent. You rake the gravel in your front yard. (Okay, so I’m weird. It
comes naturally; my sun-baked brain lives in Arizona.)
Add a few tasks to your monthly routine and your computer system will
remain clean and tidy:
 Clean up your desktop: The dreaded “icon creep” can result in more
icons on your desktop today than there was a month ago. Identify the
ones you don’t need and delete them. Chapter 12 has all the grungy
details.
 Archive project data: If you’re a project-oriented type of person, you
probably finished up a few projects this past month. Why not archive
the data associated with those projects so that it no longer clutters your
hard drive? I discuss archiving data details in Chapter 7.
 Eliminate spyware: Spyware is a growing plague on many computer
systems. Spyware started as a way for unethical marketers to track
what you do with your computer. Not cool. Now it has grown to include all
sorts of pop-ups that sprout like crabgrass on your monitor. Very uncool.
Your pop-up blocker may suppress the symptoms, but the underlying
problem — spyware — is still there. Read Chapter 10 and eradicate spyware at least once a month.
 Examine your startup files: Every time your computer starts, it automatically starts some programs. You may not know about this. If something
changes the programs that run at startup, you may not know about the
change, either. Unless, of course, you check to see what’s running automatically. Review the information in Chapters 3 and 13 to find out how to
identify and control these types of programs. Then, on a monthly basis,
check out your startup files to make sure no surprises are lurking there.
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 Defragment your hard drive: One thing you really benefit from every
month is defragmenting your hard drive. As you add, change, rearrange,
and delete files, information stored on the hard drive can become discombobulated. (Yes, that is a valid technical term — trust me, I know
these things.) Information is stored in bits and pieces here and there so
that Windows has to grab data from all over your hard drive when you
open a file. That slows down the system. You can knock things back into
whack by defragmenting your hard drive, which essentially puts pieces
of individual files back together. When done, Windows can more easily
and quickly access your files. Want to find out more about defragmenting? (Nod your head. Good.) Turn to Chapter 14 for all the nitty-gritty
defragmenting details.
Defragment your hard drive at the end of the day. You can leave the
program running while you run home to decompress from the day.
Now that your system is cleaner and tidier and your bank account is reconciled, aren’t you glad that the month is over? Now you get to start all over
again. . . .

Time for the annual clean-a-fest
Should old acquaintance be forgot, and never brought to mind, we’ll fill the
hard drive with our drafts and sing of auld lang syne.
With appropriate apologies to Robert Burns, over the course of a year many
computer acquaintances can be forgotten. Or dropped. Or misplaced. Or
whatever. Creating an annual checklist to keep your Windows system lean,
mean, and clean is a good idea:
 Review all data files on your computer and archive as necessary:
Perhaps the biggest annual task is doing a comprehensive review of the
data files on your computer. If you have been doing monthly archives,
you can now add other files to the annual pile and shuffle them off to
archive media. Chapter 7 tells how to do everything you ever wanted
to do with archives. (Well, almost everything.)
 Review your Web browser’s favorites list and delete items you don’t
use anymore: You should also plan on firing up your Web browser and
reviewing the items in your favorites list. Chances are good that what
you considered your favorites a year ago no longer qualify as such.
Keeping your favorites list pared down helps you find what you need
faster, and that can be a huge benefit. Chapter 11 discusses, among
other things, how to best deal with your Web favorites.
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 Visit manufacturers’ Web sites to check for updates: Take some time
to visit the Web sites for the manufacturers of you system hardware.
Check for new drivers for printers, scanners, cameras, and so on, that
have been released during the previous 12 months. Updating your drivers can improve speed and reliability. Chapter 13 discusses how to
update (or remove) drivers.
 Review your security precautions and update them as necessary: It’s a
cruel, cruel world out there, and some of the perpetrators of cruelty are
not content to remain “out there.” Some of them want to get up close and
personal with your computer. Your job is to stop them. Believe me — you
don’t want to encourage such relationships. You should, at least on an
annual basis, make sure that you review your security precautions. Make
sure you do your review with an eye toward major security changes in
the past year and how you can be prepared for the coming year. Chapter
18 can help get you started.
 Update your program inventory: I recommend doing this on an annual
basis. Work habits change; tools come and go. You need to make sure
that your Windows system always reflects the way you currently use
your computer. Chapter 3 walks you through the process of developing
your program inventory and the benefits it offers.

Time for an Overhaul?
I know one technician whose standard answer to cleaning a Windows system
is to reformat the hard drive and start all over again with a clean slate. While
that’s one way to tackle the problem, it isn’t necessarily the best way. It’s akin
to using a bazooka to swat a mosquito: effective but overkill.
Is a complete system overhaul advisable? Sure; there are times when it’s a
good idea. But doing so should be your last resort and then only after you’ve
thought through all the ramifications.
For instance, after you’ve cleaned systems for a while you get a feel for how
long it takes to do the cleaning. You know what it takes to look through folder
after folder, weeding out the files you no longer need. You know how long it
takes to identify and remove programs, update drivers, and track down errant
files. When you add up all those hours, you have a good idea of what it takes —
time-wise — to clean your system.
Now, start adding up how long it takes to reformat your hard drive, reinstall
Windows, locate and install your hardware drivers, dig out and reinstall your
software, and back up and restore your data. Add up all those hours and you
have a good idea of the time required to overhaul.
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Compare the two time estimates. If the cleaning is within 10 percent of the
estimate for an overhaul, go for the overhaul. Even if it takes a bit longer, you
do end up with a “fresher” machine. You get the complete skinny on overhauling your system in Chapter 21.
The kicker is that overhauling your system (or cleaning it thoroughly) does
no good if you don’t change the behavior that resulted in the messed-up
system in the first place. Make sure that in the future you make cleaning an
integral part of your everyday computing.

Is New Hardware the Answer?
You’ve got that gleam in your eye. I can see it; yep, that’s it. You want a new
computer, don’t you? I can see you thinking that getting a new computer
would sure make the job of cleaning up much easier — after all, the new
system starts clean.
That’s the problem, though — it only starts clean. If you don’t change how
you use your computer, then your new system will be a sullied twin of your
current system in short order. You need to know that it’s behavior that
messes up computers. (Have you heard this before?) If you keep the same
behavior, you keep the same consequences of that behavior.
The same is true of adding individual hardware components to your system.
Running out of hard drive space? If you add a hard drive without changing
how you use the hard drive, you will fill the new one up as well.
You might be thinking that I am saying that new hardware is not the answer;
I’m not. I’m just saying it isn’t the easy answer you may assume it is. In fact,
in Chapter 16 I describe how to justify, select, and implement a brand new
system. Take a look at that information before deciding that getting a new
system is the cure for your ills.
If you’re thinking of upgrading to Windows XP SP2 and you’re also thinking of
getting a new system, why not combine the two? SP2 on a new system will
help you start with a good, stable environment. (That’s good.) You should
still read Chapter 16 before getting a new system, though.
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Part II

Programs and Data

P

In this part . . .

art II focuses on identifying what programs you have,
how to make them run faster, and how to get rid of
unnecessary programs. You also find out how to identify all
the data on your hard drive, as well as deleting or archiving
data you don’t need.

Chapter 3

Identifying What You Have
In This Chapter
 Determining what programs you really need
 Discovering what is really installed
 Figuring out when programs are running automatically
 Uncovering what programs are running right now
 Using the information you uncover

D

o you know what programs are on your computer? Do you really know?
Most people don’t. Instead, they make assumptions. The problem with
assumptions, of course, is that they can get you into trouble.
The first step toward cleaning your Windows system is to figure out what
programs should be on your computer, compare that to what is actually on
your computer, and determine what to do with the discrepancies.
This chapter helps you through this process. By the end of this chapter you
will be well on your way to regaining control over a computer system that is
probably more out of control than you know.

Creating a Program Inventory
If you run a warehouse, you need to know what you have in stock; you need
an inventory. When you have an inventory, you are better able to manage
everything within the warehouse walls. Without the inventory, every day is
a bigger chore than it needs to be and probably full of unwelcome surprises.
(Running an uninventoried warehouse isn’t just a job — it’s an adventure!
And if you do it on roller skates, it’s a zippy adventure.)
Although a computer is much smaller than a warehouse, managing a computer
is not much different from a conceptual standpoint. When you take inventory in
a warehouse, you are making a list of what is really there. When you take inventory of your computer, you start by figuring out what should be there. This list
of what should be installed on your system is your computer inventory.
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When figuring out your program inventory, you are probably tempted to click
the Start menu and see what you have installed on your system. Don’t! That
comes later, after you figure out what the heck you do with your computer.
(If you start by looking through the Start menu, what you find will improperly
color your inventory. Trust me; you get better results by ignoring the Start
menu for the time being.)
You can take either of two approaches to putting your inventory together: the
think-tank approach and the laid-back approach. Read through the following
sections and figure out which one you want to use. There is no right answer;
just pick the one that appeals to you the most, and then do it.

The think-tank approach
The best way to put together a program inventory is to think through how you
use the computer. I call this the think-tank approach because you are putting
your list together in one fell swoop, using sheer brain power to hammer out
an inventory that reflects the way you use your computer. (Plus, you can
impress the heck out of your know-nothing friends by telling them you belong
to a think-tank. If you tell them in a snobby voice, it sounds very impressive,
indeed.)
To create an inventory using the think-tank approach, follow these steps:
1. Turn off your computer, unplug the phone, grab a cold drink, and
clear a place on your desk.
You can’t think effectively if you are interrupted. (Despite what the personal productivity gurus try to sell us, multitasking is for computers, not
for people.) Now you are ready; this is think-tanking at its best.
2. On a fresh sheet of paper, start listing all the programs you need on
your computer in order to do your work.
Think through the tasks you do on a regular basis and write down the
names of the software you use to do those tasks. Do you do a lot of writing? Chances are good your inventory should include a word processor,
such as Word or WordPerfect. Do you crunch numbers for a living? Then
your inventory probably includes a spreadsheet program. Do you design
Web pages? You probably have a page design program in your inventory.
Write them all down.
3. Include tasks that are easy to overlook, such as balancing your checkbook or entertaining your mind.
There are probably more than a couple of utility programs you use on a
regular basis, such as WinZip or Adobe Reader. These should be on the
list, as well.
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4. Check your bookshelves and write down what you find, but only if
what you find is what you really use.
Chances are good that you have software manuals or installation disks
stored somewhere. (Of course, they may be buried under a half-inch of
dust, but rediscovering these old, dust-buried friends can be exciting.)
If you find items on your bookshelves that you no longer use, gently toss
them into a corner. You can always donate them or maybe even sell them at
eBay. Plus, you free up valuable space on your bookshelves.
Creating your inventory should take you about an hour only. If you find yourself taking more time than that, you are probably allowing yourself to become
distracted. If you take much less time, then you are not successfully navigating the think tank and are probably missing some items.

The laid-back approach
If you like a more leisurely approach to life and your Windows system is not
so bollixed up that you can’t use it effectively, you can put together your program inventory another way: Keep a journal.
Yep, you read right — keep a journal. A program diary. The steps for creating
an inventory the laid-back way are, well, laid back:
1. Put a small notebook next to your computer.
2. Over the course of a typical week, write down every program you use.
If you start the program, write it down. You don’t have to write times
and dates for using the programs, just the program name.
3. At the end of the week, admire what should be a nice long list of
programs.
4. If you find duplicates on the list, remove them.
For instance, you may have written a program name down on Friday, forgetting that you already wrote it down on Tuesday. When you are done,
your inventory should contain nothing but a unique list of programs you
use in your work.
If you decide to take this laid-back approach, you’ve got some time on your
hands. After all, you shouldn’t move forward with the rest of your cleaning
tasks until you have your inventory done. If your inventory takes a week to
put together, what will you do with your free time?
I suggest going for a walk. Or, if you tend toward being a couch potato, catch
a few reruns of Law and Order. Of course, you could read through the rest of
this chapter, but don’t do any of it yet — you really do need that inventory.
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Instead, bookmark this page so that you can come back in a week, after a few
leisurely walks or a better understanding of Detective Lenny Briscoe’s acerbic wit. You should be ready to move along then.

Finding Out What Programs
Are Installed
When you are done with your inventory, congratulate yourself and get
another cold drink. Put the inventory away for a while, but don’t forget where
you put it. (You will need it shortly.)
Grab another sheet of paper and start writing down what programs are actually installed on your computer. You can look in lots of places to put this list
together. All of them involve your computer, so make sure you are comfortably seated in front of it as you work through the following sections. To find
out what is installed on your system, look in these four main places: the desktop, the Start menu, the Control Panel, and your program folders.
You are doing nothing right now except exploring your system and documenting what you find. Resist the temptation to start removing programs, regardless
of how strong that temptation is. You have plenty of time to remove programs
later; Chapter 5 covers that task very nicely.

Inspecting your desktop
Does your desktop look like the public bulletin board at your neighborhood
Piggly Wiggly? Do you have icons crowded together so tightly that it’s hard to
see the wallpaper in the background? If so, you have problems. Don’t worry,
though — help is coming!
Every program you installed on your system probably asked (in a very helpful
manner) if you wanted a program icon placed on your desktop. If you said yes,
it is no wonder your desktop is a mess. Even though it is a mess, it is also a
good indicator of what is installed on your system. This is good.
Take a quick look at each area of your desktop; it contains important clues to
the programs installed on your system. Pay particular attention to the following areas:
 Icons: Look at each icon on your desktop, figure out what program it
belongs to, and write the program name on your piece of paper. Unless
your desktop is a disaster area, you should be able to breeze through
this task in just a few minutes. Ignore non-program items (such as folders or data files) unless they help you remember a program installed on
your system.
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 Taskbar: Taskbars are typically full of all sorts of icons, each associated
with some installed program. Pay particular attention to the Quick Launch
area, just to the right of the Start menu icon. See Figure 3-1 for the taskbar.
If there is an expansion icon to the right of the Quick Launch area, click it
to see other icons in the area. Jot down the names of the programs
responsible for these icons.
 System tray: The system tray, sometimes called the notification area, is
to the right of the taskbar (refer to Figure 3-1). Again, each icon here is
related in some way to a program on your system. Write them down. If
you don’t know what program they belong to, hover the mouse pointer
over the icon until you see a helpful reminder. If you see a left-pointing
arrow at the left side of the system tray, click it to see all the icons
stored therein.
You find out more about cleaning up your desktop in Chapter 12.

Figure 3-1:
Examining
the desktop.

Quick Launch area

Taskbar

Click to see more icons in the Quick Launch area

System tray
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Scrutinizing the Start menu
The Start menu is the gateway to your system. Unless your system is a
Gateway, and then the Start menu is the gateway to your Gateway. (Sorry;
I wax philosophic sometimes.) Displaying the Start menu can tell you quite
a bit about what is installed on your system. Spend some time clicking the
various options in the Start menu to find out what is installed.
As you look through your Start menu, don’t worry about visiting the Control
Panel just yet. (I cover that in the next section.) Instead, focus on what you
see when you click All Programs. This option presents a whole new world of
menus, possibly several levels deep. (See Figure 3-2.) Look through them all
and write down the names of the programs you find.
If you find the options available in your Start menu overwhelming, don’t
despair. Part of the reason you clean Windows is to reduce those feelings and
help you get back in control of your system. You’ll make it; hang in there!

Checking the Control Panel
Have you ever spent time in the Control Panel on your system? It’s analogous
to the cockpit of an airplane, giving you access to all the controls that make
your computer work.

Figure 3-2:
Program
menus
accessible
through the
Start menu
can extend
several
layers deep.
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One area of the Control Panel specifically designed to help you figure out
what’s installed is the Add/Remove Programs applet. (Applet is geekspeak for
a small program. The term is traditionally used to describe the various programs available through the Control Panel.)
1. Open the Control Panel.
2. Click (or double-click, depending on how you are viewing the Control
Panel) the Add or Remove Programs option.
Shortly you see a list of the programs that Windows XP thinks is
installed on your system, as shown in Figure 3-3.

Figure 3-3:
This is the
Add or
Remove
Programs
dialog box
at work.

3. Scroll through the list of programs and write them all down.
Chances are good that there are quite a few programs listed here, but
you should not be fooled into thinking that the list represents every program installed on your system. It doesn’t; that is why you are looking in
places besides the Control Panel for installed programs.
4. Close the Add or Remove Programs dialog box and the Control Panel.

Peering in program folders
You should look in one final place to see what programs are installed on your
system — the program folders. When you install a program on your system,
the common convention is to install it in a folder called Program Files. This
folder can contain dozens or hundreds of other folders, each of which is
related in some way to a program installed on your system.
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1. Using My Computer, navigate to the Program Files folder and take a
look at it.
On most systems, the Program Files folder is in the root directory of the
C: drive. Figure 3-4 shows an example of a typical Program Files folder.
2. Examine the name of each folder you see.
Most folders represent either the name of the program that uses the
folder, or the name of the publisher of a program you installed. For example, folders named ATI Technologies, Intel, and Intuit contain additional
folders for programs from those companies. Folders named Microsoft
Office, Microsoft Works, and Microsoft FrontPage all refer to individual
programs. (Microsoft is really good at spreading its programs through
lots of folders in the Program Files folder.)
3. Look through the folders in the Program Files folder, writing down
the names of any programs not already on your list.
4. Close all the folder windows.
When you are through looking around and taking notes, tidy up your
screen by closing all the open folder windows.
Over time, the Program Files folder can start to look like an old garbage dump,
strewn about with folders that are no longer used. This happens because even
though you delete old programs, the folders used by those programs could
remain in the Program Files folder. Chapter 3 explains how to identify and
remove these pesky left-behind folders.

Figure 3-4:
The
Program
Files folder
contains
folders for
many of the
programs
installed on
your system.
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Discovering What Programs Run When
Were you surprised by anything you found as you were putting together your
program inventory? You find out shortly what to do with these lists, but first
figure out what programs run at various times on your computer.
Most programs that you use are started whenever you choose to start them,
such as through the Start menu or a desktop icon. A large number of programs run automatically when you start Windows. Sometimes, you may not
even be aware that they are starting, since they may run behind the scenes.
Programs that run automatically on your computer — especially those that
don’t make themselves known to you — are some of the biggest speed thieves
in any system. Every program uses resources (memory and drive space). The
more programs loaded at the same time, the more resources are used for
those programs.
You can configure programs to start automatically in Windows a couple of
ways. Some of those ways are pretty technical; I cover them a bit later in this
book (in Chapter 11). For right now, I examine a typical way that programs
run: through the Startup folders on your system.

Starting up for all users
When Windows is first installed, one of the things it does is create a special
Startup folder applicable to all the users on the computer. Anything placed in
this folder is run and/or opened when you first start Windows. Sometimes
real programs are stored in the Startup folder and sometimes it is just a
shortcut to a program elsewhere on your system.
To open the Startup folder for all users, follow these steps:
1. Right-click the Start button (at the left side of the taskbar).
2. Choose Open All Users from the context menu that appears.
Word opens a folder window called Start Menu. Each item in the folder
represents an entry in the Start menu. This folder is nothing more than a
directory on your hard drive, the same as any other folder.
3. Double-click the Programs folder and then double-click the Startup
folder.
The Startup folder (see Figure 3-5) shows you what sort of things are
there (normally small “helper” programs used by other programs). For
instance, my system has a program called QuickBooks Update Agent
that is not a part of QuickBooks, but is used by QuickBooks to help
determine whether new program updates are available.
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Of menus and folders
The items in your two Startup folders appear in
your Start menu — just choose Start➪All
Programs➪Startup.
You may be wondering why you weren’t just
directed to the Startup menu in the first place,
rather than opening the individual folders. The
primary reason is because as you get ready to

clean your system, you need to understand when
your programs are running. Because the Startup
menu displays a combination of things from both
the all-user and single-user Startup folders, you
cannot get the real facts on when a program is
run just by looking at the menu. Instead, you must
display the two individual folders.

As you examine the items in the Startup folder, check them against your
installed program list. You may discover additional programs that you didn’t
know you had. If so, add them to your list. If they are already on your list,
mark down on the list that the program is part of the Startup folder.

Starting up for just you
Windows creates another folder — a Startup folder — just for your user
account. Anything in this folder is started whenever you log in to your
Windows XP account.

Figure 3-5:
The Startup
folder
contains
items that
are loaded
whenever
Windows
begins.
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On a single-user system, the Startup folder for all users and the Startup folder
for your account are basically them same. Windows still maintains two separate Startup folders, and the contents of both are loaded and run whenever
you start Windows and log in.
You can explore the contents of your Startup folder by following these steps:
1. Right-click the Start button (at the left side of the Task bar).
2. Choose Open from the context menu.
Open should be the very first option on the Context menu. Word opens a
dialog box called Start Menu. Each item in the folder represents an entry
in the Start menu. This folder is nothing more than a directory on your
hard drive, the same as any other folder.
3. Double-click the Programs folder and then double-click the Startup
folder.
These steps look very much like the steps required to open the Startup folder
for all users, which I describe in the previous section. The key difference,
however, is that you choose a different option from the context menu. This
opens a different Start Menu folder — one just for your user account — from
the Start Menu folder opened in the previous section.
Check what you find against your installed program list. If you discover new
programs, add them to your list.

Figuring Out What Is
Running Right Now
Ready for another surprise? Your computer is running programs right now.
Yep; programs are running even though you probably didn’t know it. (How
dare they!)
The Windows Task Manager is a great tool for figuring out what is running on
your system.
1. Exit all your programs, so that you have no buttons on your task bar.
This is so that you have the clearest idea of what is going on.
2. Right-click a blank area of the task bar to display a context menu.
3. Choose Task Manager.
You see the Task Manager dialog box; the Applications tab should be
selected. Look at Figure 3-6. The Applications tab lists all the application
programs that are currently running on your system. Because you exited
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all your programs before starting the Task Manager, the list of programs
is likely empty. This is great, but it doesn’t tell the whole story — programs are still running.
4. Click the Processes tab (see Figure 3-7).
This tab shows any and all programs running right now. A bunch of
information is available in the Processes tab, but right now you are only
interested in the Image Name column. Here you find a bunch of cryptic
names of what’s running. These names are not terribly helpful, in and of
themselves. You should still go through the list to figure out what the
various processes are doing.

Figure 3-6:
The Applications tab
lists any
programs
running on
your system.

Figure 3-7:
The
Processes
tab shows
everything
running on
your system,
not just
applications.
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If the Task Manager is the heart monitor for your system (and it is), then the
Processes tab is the most important element of that monitor. If you want to
keep your system in tip-top shape, you should become intimately familiar
with the Processes tab. Nothing sneaks by it. Period.
The names used on the Processes tab are not terribly helpful (they remind
me of the old DOS filenames), so don’t feel bad if you need some help figuring
out what each of them does. When I need help on a process, all I do is copy
the name and search on it in Google.
For instance, one of the processes running on my system is WISPTIS.EXE.
This name doesn’t look familiar, so I fired up Google (www.google.com) and
searched on that name. I was amazed that there were over 700 matches to
what I consider an obscure term (see Figure 3-8).
Looking at just the first couple of matches, I was able to determine that
WISPTIS.EXE is a safe program installed by Windows itself. Thus, it is okay
to leave the program running in memory.
While searching through Google for process names, if you see any that are
identified in a Google search as spyware or a virus, make special note of that
process name. These programs are invalid and can seriously degrade the efficiency and reliability of your system. You find out how to handle invalid programs in Chapter 8.

Figure 3-8:
You can use
Google to
search
for the
names of
processes
running on
your system.
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If one of the running processes you search for is not a part of the Windows
operating system, but is instead used by a Windows application, add that
application name to your installed program list. (If the program is running on
your system, that’s a pretty good indicator that it is installed on your
system.)

Making a Game Plan
Now that you are done looking through your system, grab the lists that you
made and set them side by side. Your next task is to compare the program
inventory (what you need) against the program list (what you have).
Hopefully, everything on your inventory is also listed on your installed program list. If not, you may want to figure out how the program ended up on
your inventory. (Perhaps you thought you had something installed but confused your system with a different system in your office.)
In comparing lists, you may discover some programs that you forgot you
need. In that case, add those programs to your inventory. The more likely
scenario, however, is that your installed program list is much longer than
your program inventory.
Unused programs, or those you no longer need, are a prime source of clutter
on any computer system. These programs are prime candidates for removal
from your system; keep this in mind.
Hold on to the lists you created; they serve you well as you focus on cleaning
your Windows system. The remaining chapters in Part II, in fact, rely heavily
on these two documents — you may want to keep them close by.

Chapter 4

Making Your Programs Run Faster
In This Chapter
 Applying a little common sense to your programs
 Accessing large data files faster
 Ensuring program compatibility
 Making games run faster (with less clutter)
 Considering multimedia software

D

on’t you feel special? You’re finally taking control of your computing life,
grabbing it by the proverbial horns. You have your program inventory —
a list of what you want on your system — and you have your installed program
list — what you have on your system already. (If terms like program inventory
and installed program list leave you scratching your head, you need to make a
quick detour to Chapter 3.)
In all likelihood your program inventory is a subset of your installed program
list. Now’s the time to focus on the program inventory, as you want to run
those programs — and run them well.
This chapter introduces you to different ways to make your installed programs — the ones you care about — run faster than ever before. Your overall
computer speed improves as you clean your Windows system, but you can
also speed up individual programs.

Common Sense for Programs
An oxymoron is two or more words that together form a phrase but otherwise
seem to contradict each other. Classic examples include military intelligence,
jumbo shrimp, amicable divorce, and Microsoft Works. (Thousands of such
examples abound in the wild, grazing peacefully, almost gleefully, on the
English language.)
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Add to the list common sense. Common sense is, more often than not,
quite uncommon. With that in mind, I’ve put together a few common-sense
concepts you can follow when trying to speed up your programs under
Windows XP. Applying these ideas continues to benefit you as you further
scrub your Windows system clean.

Turn off whiz-bang features
People like whiz-bang. They have the same reaction to whizzes and bangs as
they do to fireworks on the Fourth of July: “Ohhh! Ahhh!” It makes them feel
good about their computer systems.
You’re not that way, right? You’re more interested in uncluttering your life,
cleaning your Windows system, and making things run as smoothly and
quickly as possible. You’re a pragmatist — keeping your focus razor sharp,
ready for a no-nonsense approach to computing.
Right.
We all fall victim to the lure of whiz-bangs once in a while. We like to see our
icons displayed in millions of colors, twirl around while waiting for us to click
them, and have a cute animated pet see how we move the mouse pointer.
These niceties come at a price, however.
The short of it? If you want your programs to run faster, turn off any whiz-bang
features you have, unless you absolutely need them. Such features can tax
your system and therefore slow it down.

Watch out for networking “gotchas”
If your computer is connected to a network, then you can share information
and resources easily with other people. If everything is configured properly,
you can easily access information on their machines, and they can access it
on yours.
Therein, of course, lies the rub. If your network is set up so that your machine
is providing information or resources to others on the network, your system
can slow down dramatically during times of peak network usage. The following
highlights just a few scenarios where your computer gets sluggish:
 While your coworkers access files on your system, less CPU time is
available for your tasks because your computer is busy servicing the
requests of your coworkers.
 If your system is doing double-duty as the network print server, then you
can — and will — see drastic slowdowns as the print jobs are serviced.
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 On networks, people can deposit information on your system that you
have no control over. I’m not talking about viruses (although that could
be a concern), but about actually storing files on your system. The trouble with this scenario is twofold:
• All that extra information clutters up your computer, causing it to
run slower.
• If the people dropping off stuff aren’t terribly tidy information managers, your system can get cluttered in a real hurry. Trying to track
down what’s safely deleted and what isn’t can become a nightmare.
For more information about how to unclutter your network life, see Chapter 19.

Never upgrade unless you have to
“Really? Never upgrade? Wow. But I thought I always needed the latest and
greatest version of my software.”
No, you don’t. My firm conviction is that software vendors (not just Microsoft)
want you to always have the latest version of their software. If I were working
for a software vendor, I would want you to have our latest software, as well.
If you ask vendors why they want you to upgrade, they won’t say “So we can
enhance our bottom line.” Instead, they focus on new features, increased productivity, or fewer problems.
Weren’t these the same reasons they gave you for upgrading to the version
you currently have? Yep. It’s all part of the game — the game to get you to
keep upgrading. The problem with upgrades is that they usually include features that you got along just fine without for years, and probably won’t use
now even though they’re included. These add to the software’s bloat, making
it fatter, slower, and more resource-hungry than ever.
When you upgrade software, you run the risk of cluttering up your system
with pieces and parts of programs left behind in the upgrade process.
Upgrading only when you need to helps minimize this process and make
cleaning Windows easier. (I’m not ranting against software companies; they
have a right to sell their wares and attempt to convince you that your life is
happier, safer, and more fulfilling once you get the latest version of Widget
Whacker Deluxe. You just need to look at software differently than how the
software companies want you to.)
So when do you need to upgrade? You should upgrade at these times:
 If you’re developing your own products that rely on the newest versions
of the software
 If you must remain compatible with people or companies using the
newer versions
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You don’t always need to upgrade
Case in point: Microsoft Word. (I’m not picking
on Word; I’m just using it as an example in thinking about upgrades.) The latest version is Word
2003 and it’s sold as part of the Office 2003 suite.
I still know people who are using Word 97 with
absolutely no decrease in happiness, safety, or

prosperity. They skipped the upgrades to Word
2000, Word 2002, and now Word 2003, and in the
process saved well over a thousand dollars. The
fact of the matter is, they were able to do everything they wanted using the older version of
Word: so why upgrade?

But never, never, never, (did I say never?) upgrade unless you have to. Make
sure you have a solidly thought-out reason for upgrading before you plunk
down your hard-earned cash.

Speeding up specific software
Entire books could be written about how to speed up individual software programs. Don’t let the plethora of available information stop you from reading
through the next few sections, particularly if you have some of this software
installed on your system.
Software travels in packs, never alone. When you install software on your
system, additional “helpful” programs are often installed along with the primary application. These additional programs can affect the speed at which
your computer works, and they can clutter up your system. Be alert to what
is really installed on your system!

Microsoft Office
If you have Office 97 installed on your system, chances are good that a utility
program called Find Fast is also installed on your system. This program allows
Office applications to find files a bit faster, but it does this by performing background indexing of the files on your hard drive. The downside is that at times
the background work done by Find Fast can bring your system to its knees.
The only solution is to remove Find Fast completely. (Most people never need
the program anyway.) To remove it from your system, perform the following
general tasks:
1. Delete the Find Fast shortcut from the Startup folder.
Locating the Startup folders is discussed in Chapter 3.
2. Double-click the Find Fast icon in the Control Panel and delete any
indexes listed there.
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3. Restart your computer and search for a file named findfast.cpl.
Only one of these should be on your hard drive; the file is the Control
Panel applet for the program. Feel free to delete it, but only after you
complete Step 2.
Just three short tasks and you’re on your way to a leaner, meaner machine. You
should notice an immediate improvement in your system’s responsiveness.
All recent versions of Office (Office 97, 2000, 2002, and 2003) add another
icon called Windows Office to your Start folders. No, this program doesn’t
start Office itself, but it spends a bit of time initializing different parts of
your system so they work quicker with Office. The shortcut runs a program
technically called the Office Startup Assistant. The program takes up some
resources, but isn’t the resource hog that Find Fast is. If you use Office only
sparingly (once a day or less often), then feel free to remove the shortcut
from your Startup folders.
Another tip is to check how you have your Office applications configured:
 Make sure that the Fast Save feature in Word is not turned on. With
this feature on, your individual documents save slower in the long run
and you risk corrupting the documents. In Word, choose Tools➪Options
and clear the Allow Fast Saves check box on the Save tab.
 Make sure to minimize the number of external links in an Excel workbook or a Word document. External links (links to resources outside of
the workbook or document) are refreshed whenever you open the workbook or document, slowing down how quickly you can start using the
data.
 Don’t save your data on floppies. Their limited space makes them poor
candidates for storing files and they’re much slower and less reliable
than hard drives.
 Turn off the graphics display in your document or workbook. You
probably won’t want to do this in PowerPoint, as the graphics are typically integral to your presentation. In Word, you choose Tools➪Options
and select the Picture Placeholders check box on the View tab. In Excel,
you choose Tools➪Options and select the Show Placeholders check box
on the View tab.

Microsoft Outlook
I know, I know . . . Outlook is technically part of Microsoft Office, so you were
expecting it in the previous section. Ha! Fooled you.
Outlook has become a staple on many people’s computers, running everything from appointment calendars to task lists, all while also handling e-mail.
Because it does so much, Outlook is a real resource hog. One feature of
Outlook that is especially piggy deserves some close scrutiny: Journaling.
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For the VBA macro writer . . .
Macros are used to perform repetitive tasks
quickly so that you don’t have to do them manually. As the macro completes each of its tasks,
the program (such as Word or Excel) updates
the screen to reflect the changes made by the
macro. Because the macro is working so
quickly, this updating often makes the screen
look like it’s gone haywire. You can speed up the

macros by turning off screen updating. Just add
the following line at the beginning of the macro:
Application.ScreenUpdating =
False

After your macro is complete, set the
ScreenUpdating property to True.

When the Journal feature is turned on, an Outlook journal entry is written
every time you make changes to files in other Office applications, such as
Word and Excel. Unless you really, really need this feature, turn it off. For
most people, it does nothing except slow down how they use the system,
bogs down applications, and sucks up hard drive space.
In Office 97, journaling is turned on by default. In later versions of Outlook,
journaling is turned off by default, but the feature could inadvertently get
turned on (by other users, macros, gremlins, and so on). To make sure that
journaling is disabled, follow these steps:
1. Within Outlook, choose Tools➪Options.
Outlook displays the Options dialog box.
2. If you’re using Outlook 97, display the Journal tab. If you’re using a
later version of Outlook, display the Preferences tab and click the
Journal Options button.
The Journal Options dialog box appears.
3. Clear the check boxes in the Also Record Files From area of the
dialog box.
4. Close all the open dialog boxes.

Quicken
All the versions of Quicken that I’ve seen have a feature called Billminder.
This feature is installed automatically when you install Quicken. It runs every
time you start your computer, whether you plan to work with Quicken or not.
Billminder reminds you of upcoming bills and obligations, with an eye toward
helping you remember the ways in which you have spent your money. Do you
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need it? You can make up your own mind, but most people I know of don’t
use Billminder, which means it uses resources that are best freed up for other
purposes.
Try this to make sure that Billminder doesn’t run every time you start
Windows:
1. Choose Start➪All Programs➪Quicken.
You should see a submenu that lists Quicken-related programs.
2. Choose Billminder.
The Billminder program starts up, which you can see in Figure 4-1.
3. In Billminder, click Options to display the Billminder Options
dialog box.
4. Clear the Enable Billminder on Windows Startup check box and
click OK.
5. Exit Billminder.
In some versions of Billminder, these steps may not work as noted. In that
case, you can simply open the Startup folders on your system and delete the
Billminder icon.
The biggest thing you can do to increase Quicken’s speed is to decrease the
size of the Quicken data file. If you’re a long-time Quicken user, your files
probably still contain a bunch of old data. This info is great for those times
you want to get misty-eyed over the good old days, but it really is an anchor
when trying to slice and dice the current data.

Figure 4-1:
Not many
people need
Billminder,
but by
default
it runs
whenever
Windows
starts.
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Use Quicken’s Copy File feature to move part of your data file into a separate
data file. The feature allows you to specify a date range for items you want
moved. More information on the Copy File feature is available in the online
Help system for Quicken.

Speeding Up Access to Large Data Files
Have you ever worked with word processing documents that are 1,600 or
more pages? How about spreadsheets with 10,000 rows of formulas? Or databases with 35MB of data?
Computers have made it possible to amass huge quantities of data, and
sometimes even process it! (Just finding what I want in an avalanche of data
is my biggest stumbling block in processing.) If you’re running programs that
process huge data files, you’ll find the next few sections helpful. They outline
some specific things you can do to make your system run faster.

Change your hardware
I get a bit tired of people who tell me that the answer to life, the universe, and
everything is to get new hardware. (In reality, the answer is 42.) After some
investigation I typically find that those people either (a) have no concept of
money or (b) have a vested interest in selling the hardware. Drives me crazy.
Buying new hardware is not the answer to every problem, but it can help alleviate some problems, such as dealing with large amounts of data. I further
discuss new hardware in Chapter 17.
 Add more memory. The single biggest bottleneck in many Windows
systems — especially those that process large amounts of data — is
memory. Adding more memory can significantly speed up your overall
system.
 Use faster hard drives. Fast internal hard drives are relatively cheap
these days. For instance, you can routinely find 80GB, 7,200 RPM drives
for under $100. Increasing the drive size doesn’t increase the price that
much, with 200GB to 250GB drives selling for right around $200.
 Use a flash drive. Flash drives are amazing little devices that act like
a hard drive, but are really fast memory. They usually plug into your
system using a USB port and come in varying sizes. Lacking mechanical
parts, they’re much, much faster than physical hard drives.
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One sure sign that more memory or a larger hard drive would be helpful is
when your system spends a lot of time accessing your hard drive. Most systems have a disk-access LED on the front of the computer case. Watch it
sometime, particularly as you switch from one program to another. If you
notice a response lag and the LED flashes for extended periods of time, it
means that Windows is swapping memory out to the hard drive to make
room for the program you’re switching to. Adding memory reduces the need
for swapping, and a faster hard drive makes any necessary swapping faster.

Reconfigure your data
If adding memory or changing your hard drives is not a viable solution, you
may want to rethink how you use the data within your programs:
 If your e-mail client is keeping track of thousands of old messages, archiving a few of them (thereby reducing the work that the client has to do)
may be worth your time.
 If you’re using a database program for your customer management tasks,
you may want to export your old customer data into a separate database
file. That way, as you’re working with newer data, your system won’t be
slowed down because of the older, unused data.
Your ability to reconfigure your data depends, of course, on your needs and
your software’s capabilities. You should evaluate your needs to determine
whether reconfiguration is viable, and you should check your software to
see whether exporting or archiving is available.

Reconfigure your program
When companies write programs, they do so with a target audience in mind.
The company has to make certain assumptions about the software user, such
as the type of machine being used, the condition of data, the way the user
works, and so on.
One assumption concerns the size of data files you’re using with the software.
Most software is written with the expectation of using small- to medium-sized
files. If you start using larger data files and notice that the software becomes
sluggish, you need to examine different configuration settings for your software. (I’m talking configuration within the software itself, not within Windows.)
As an example, some software has an automatic backup or autosave feature.
This is a great safety feature to have, depending on the value of the data
you’re using. The feature may be set up so that every five minutes or so
your data is automatically saved. The problem creeps in if you’re using
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such a feature with large files. If saving a file takes 30 seconds or longer, then
frequent saving can disrupt your workflow. You may want to reconfigure the
software so that it forces a save less frequently or (if you’re well-disciplined)
not at all.
Programs commonly save temporary files to your hard drive while you’re working within them. If the temporary files are related to the size of your main data
file, then your system may fill up with temporary files and cause problems —
particularly if the software doesn’t properly delete the files. (See Chapter 6 for
more information on identifying and getting rid of temporary files.) If possible,
you may want to configure your software so that it saves its temporary files in a
set location. This makes getting rid of the temporary files a breeze.

Are We Compatible?
Do you have a program on your program inventory that doesn’t appear on
your installed program list? Is the program on your wish list but not installed
because it won’t run under Windows XP? Well, Bucko, fasten your seat belt
because I’m gonna tell you how you can make that program run just fine
under XP! (Wow. This is exciting.)
In the past, every new version of Windows meant more and more programs
had to be put out to pasture — they just wouldn’t work with the new versions
of Windows. As a partial solution to that problem, XP introduced something
euphemistically called the Windows Application Compatibility mode. Despite
the totally geeky name, the feature is really very cool.
Suppose that you try to install a program under XP, or you did an upgrade to
XP and a previously installed program stopped working correctly. Chances
are good that the program worked fine under a previous version of Windows,
but under XP it simply goes on a permanent vacation. (Perhaps it doesn’t
really go on vacation, but simply acts stupid all of a sudden.)
To try to correct this situation, here’s what you need to do:
1. Right-click the program icon that you want to fix and choose
Properties from the Context menu.
Make sure you right-click the actual program icon, not a shortcut to the
program. To find the program icon, you may have to browse through your
hard drive. If you’re trying to run an installation program for an application, locate and right-click the icon for the setup or install program.
Windows displays the program’s Properties dialog box. You should make
sure the Compatibility tab is displayed, as shown in Figure 4-2.
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Figure 4-2:
The Compatibility tab
is something
that’s easy
to miss,
unless you
know where
to find it.

2. Select the Run This Program in Compatibility Mode For check box.
When you click the check box, the drop-down list under the check box
becomes active.
3. Using the drop-down list, select a version of Windows with which you
know the program works.
You can choose from Windows 95, Windows 98/Windows Me, Windows
NT 4, and Windows 2000. If you don’t know which one to choose, pick
the version of Windows that you had before you upgraded to XP or refer
to the system requirements on the program’s software package.
4. If desired, make other selections in the dialog box.
You can choose to limit the display settings or modify the input settings.
These changes are typically only necessary for very old programs or for
some games.
5. Click OK.
6. Double-click the program icon to run the program.
Windows XP sets up a virtual environment that closely matches the version of Windows you specified in Step 3. Your program should work fine,
and it’ll probably run even faster than it used to in the old version of
Windows.
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Not all programs are appropriate to use in a Windows XP environment, even
in a Windows Application Compatibility mode. Some programs — particularly
system tools — are designed for specific operating systems and can cause
problems for you even if you run them in a compatibility mode. Programs such
as anti-virus software, firewalls, CD burners, and backup software that are not
designed specifically to work with Windows XP may operate at such a low level
that they’re essentially incompatible with the Windows XP low-level routines.
Programs such as these should not be installed using compatibility mode.

Playing Games
At the risk of seriously dating myself, I remember the days when the ruling
games on PCs were Scott Adams’ adventure games. You could fit the whole
thing on a single diskette. Then along came arcade-style games, including the
one that changed everything: Doom.
Now, computer game publishers hire scriptwriters, songwriters, orchestras,
and actors. It isn’t unusual for a computer game to require 10 CDs or to ship
on a DVD.
Games also push computer systems to the limits. Realistic scenery, 3D images,
great music, and lots of special effects all tax a system. If you walk into a computer store, you find computer systems optimized for computer games. (The
price is also optimized — all that horsepower doesn’t come cheap.)

Eliminate most clutter immediately
Kids and computers seem to be drawn to each
other. (Perhaps they’re mutually magnetic.) One
thing that kids are prone to do is to install games
on a computer. If this drives you nuts, you can
do one of several things:
 Set rules for installing software. If you paid
for the computer, you own it. Be authoritarian and set rules about what can be
installed and how that should happen.
 Limit computer use. The chances of your
children installing rogue programs
increases exponentially relative to your
proximity to the computer. If you set guidelines for when the computer can be used,

you help safeguard your programs and your
data.
 Lock your computer. If you’re away from
your computer for a time and you want to
lock it, press the Windows key+L. (Pretty
cool, huh?)
 Get a computer for the kids. That way if they
want to muck up their computer, it won’t
affect yours in the least.
Setting ground rules and taking sensible precautions can help you manage what’s on your
machine, thereby reducing clutter and the
chance of your system getting messed up.

Chapter 4: Making Your Programs Run Faster
What does that have to do with clutter? Game players tend to gravitate
around a limited number of games, and the games tend to suck up lots of
time. The game publishers know this, so some of them assume their particular game is the only one running on your system. When a game (or any program, for that matter) thinks it has complete run of a system, the upshot is
that installing the game can cause problems when running other software.
If you have multiple game players in the house and everyone is sharing the
same system, games also can cause conflicts with each other. Plus, you may
have one gamer who likes to install every new game that comes along, play
for a couple of days, and then install the next new game. Immediate clutter
and a potential mess.
These tips help your games run faster and with fewer problems:
 Install only the games you actually play. Don’t use your system as a
repository of every game ever published, thinking you’ll get to them
someday.
 Make sure you have a fast CD-ROM drive. Many games don’t install
everything they need on your hard drive; they reference the CD-ROM
quite often. Make sure you have a fast one, with a large buffer, so you
can get the performance you need.
 Make sure you have a DVD drive. Some games — particularly the larger
and more elaborate ones — are being distributed on DVD. Make sure
you have one installed. (Besides, you can watch movies if you get tired
of games.)
 Install your game on a fast hard drive. One designed for multimedia
use should work just fine. Also, install the game on a different drive than
the one on which you installed Windows. That way, operating system
requests that require hard drive access won’t interrupt what the game
hard drive is doing.
 Get a video card optimized for games. Some games require specific
capabilities in your video card, so make sure you check that out as well.
 Install the proper video drivers for your video card and for Windows
XP. Some games require specific technologies, such as OpenGL. These
technologies are typically implemented through the video driver, not
through Windows. Installing the proper video driver for your needs
solves lots of potential game problems.
That should do it. You can try out lots of other things, but these most often
affect the speed at which your games operate.
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Pushing the Envelope: Multimedia
Editing Programs
As Olivia Newton John might have said (had her singing career not tanked
prior to the digital revolution), “I wanna get digital, let’s get into digital.”
Everything these days is digital — digital video cameras, digital still-shot
cameras, digital audio recorders, digital mixers, and so on.
All that digital equipment stores tons of information and can plug into your
computer. Everyone wants to store, edit, play, and share all that digital information. New software is appearing all the time, promising the ability to slice
and dice multimedia information 12 ways to Sunday.
The problem with having all that digital information on your computer, of
course, is that it is huge, huge, huge! I’m not talking about popularity, but
about the size of the files created for digital multimedia. Many things can
affect the size of multimedia files, including quality, resolution, and audio or
video speed. CD-quality audio can take 50KB of disk space per second. Video
throws the storage needs through the roof: every second of video can require
6MB of file space. That is huge!
Say that you shoot two hours of digital video of your parents’ 50th anniversary. You get everything — the grand entrance, the arrival of the siblings, the
arrival of your aunts and uncles, the arguments, the food fight. Hmmm... Let’s
see; that’s 7,200 seconds, or anywhere from 36 to 44GB of data. Ack! Just for a
single event!
As you can imagine, programs that allow you to fold, spindle, mutilate, and
otherwise process such huge files can place quite the burden on your computer system. Top-notch programs push the envelope, trying to squeeze all
the performance out of your system that they can.
The following points are the best two ways to speed up those programs:
 Make sure you have lots and lots and lots of RAM in your computer.
The more memory you can install, the better. If your motherboard can
handle it, install 1GB or more of RAM. Windows XP can handle the added
memory just fine, and the addition helps with editing Mom and Dad’s
anniversary party, so it doesn’t show when Uncle Joe showed up with
his walker and his surprise twentysomething bride.
 Make sure you’re using the fastest video card you can, along with a
fast hard drive designed for multimedia use. Yes, they do make hard
drives just for multimedia use. If you have one of these babies, you
won’t be sorry when it comes time to doing gymnastics with gigabytes
of data.
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Getting Rid of Old Programs
In This Chapter
 Figuring out which programs to delete
 Selecting an appropriate plan of attack for removing programs
 Finding third-party resources for program removal

C

reating your program inventory — those programs that you need to have
on your system — is the focus of Chapter 3. In Chapter 4, I show you how
to make your programs run faster. In this chapter, you focus on the programs
you want to get off your system. Unneeded and unwanted programs should be
removed and tossed into the dustbin of personal computing history, and you’re
about to discover several ways you can do that.

Identifying Candidates for Removal
“Off with their heads!” Wouldn’t it be cool if you could get rid of unwanted
programs with as much ease as the Queen of Hearts got rid of unruly subjects
in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland? You could swagger around, giving orders
all day long with the assurance that your every whim would be carried out at
your very decree. (And you could attend some very interesting croquet
matches.)
It’s not that easy in the Windows world. Before you can behead a program,
you have to track it down, figure out the best way to axe it, and then make it
happen. Unlike the decree-wielding Queen of Hearts, you serve as investigator, judge, jury, and executioner — you don’t just give the orders: You have to
do all the work yourself, too.
So, put down your scepter for a moment and grab your investigator’s notebook. You’re going for a trek that leads you to all the places you can identify
different programs that need to be removed.
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Windows security at its best
Depending on how you have your Windows XP
system set up, you may run into what I call the
mother-hen security feature when you try to display the Program Files folder. Like a busybody
mother hen, Windows refuses to show you the
contents of your C: drive and then of your
Programs Folder. Instead, you see this ominous
message:

These files are hidden. This
folder contains files that
keep your system working
properly. You should not
modify its contents.

Ignore the clucking mother hen. Click the Show
the Contents of this Folder link and the warning
goes away, never to return for that particular
drive or folder. Instead, you’re greeted with the
contents you wanted to see in the first place.

Unused programs you installed
The first thing to check are programs that you once installed, but no longer
need. In Chapter 3 you put together your program inventory and your installed
program list. If you compare the two, you may see some programs on the
installed program list that don’t appear on the program inventory. Highlight
these differences; these programs are prime candidates for removal.
If you didn’t put together an installed program list and a program inventory,
then you have a bit more work to do. You need to go through all the programs
on your system — the ones you previously installed — and figure out which
ones you no longer need. Jot down the program names on a piece of paper so
that you know what to delete.

Preinstalled software
One of the things (among many) that drives me crazy is preloaded software.
You buy a computer from Dell, Gateway, or any number of other retailers, and
they throw in a boatload of software, already installed on the computer. The
problem is that most of the software is of very little value. Sometimes all of
the software is of no value. It’s easy to fill up a computer with no-value software and tout what a great deal I’m getting. Hogwash!
Did your computer come with lots of software preinstalled? If so, I’ll bet you
don’t use most of it. Take a look at what was installed when you got your
system and add the unused software to your list of removal targets. Don’t
worry; removing preinstalled software won’t make your computer stop working, void your warranty, or subject you to criminal prosecution. (Unlike that
stupid little tag on mattresses that I’m still scared to remove.)
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Stuff you find in the Program Files folder
Most mild-mannered programs (not to be confused with those arrogant programs that think they own your computer) are polite enough to install themselves in your Program Files folder. That’s pretty cool, really — that means
you can poke around in the folder and discover information about programs
installed on your system.
On most systems, the Program Files folder is accessible from the C: drive.
Just open the C: drive and double-click the Program Files folder. Voilá! You
have found the secret clubhouse of all your programs. (The mild-mannered
ones, at least.) Figure 5-1 shows an example of a typical Program Files folder.
Most of the folders in the Program Files folder are named after either the
program that created the folder (such as Microsoft Money) or the software
company that publishes the software that created the folder (such as Intuit
or Adobe).
Take some time to browse through the different folders. See if you can figure
out which software program installed each folder. If you find software you
want to remove, write the program name on your list of deletion targets.
Don’t delete anything in the Program Files folder quite yet. Deleting items can
sometimes cause unintended problems and should only be a last resort. A
little later in this chapter you find out when it’s okay to delete things in the
Program Files folder.

Figure 5-1:
Program
Files
contains
folders
for many
programs
on your
system.
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Four Ways to Remove
Unwanted Programs
An old saying states “all roads lead to Rome.” This was first uttered by an
Italian peasant who didn’t have a clue concerning geographic realities. Since
that fateful day when the peasant misled an unsuspecting traveler, others have
translated this saying to mean that you can reach the same goal multiple ways.
So it is with removing programs: You can get them off your system several
ways. The methods follow in order of preference:
1. Use the application’s uninstall command.
2. Use the Windows Control Panel.
3. Use third-party removal software.
4. Use brute force to wrench it from your system.
I recommend that you try each method, beginning with the first and moving
toward the last. The best method to use for removing programs is the one
that is successful for you, with the least amount of work necessary. With that
in mind, consider the following sections where I discuss each of these
removal methods.

An application’s uninstall command
Most well-behaved programs provide a way to get themselves off your computer with almost as much ease as you put them on. You normally won’t find
the uninstall command in any of the application’s menus, but as a separate
program, installed at the same time that you installed the application.
To remove a program by using its uninstall command, follow these steps:
1. Choose Start➪All Programs and navigate through the menu until you
locate your program’s menu option.
When you open the submenu that actually contains the options for the
program, you often see other choices as well. See Figure 5-2.
2. Examine the choices available; one of them should clearly be marked
as an uninstall program.
3. Run the uninstall program and follow the presented instructions.
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Figure 5-2:
Use the
Start menu
to find
uninstall
commands.

Even if your program has an uninstall command, it might not have been
added to the Start menu. If you can locate the program folder for the application (quite possibly in the Program Files folder), then you may find an uninstall program in it. Do a little bit of snooping in Program Files, using the
techniques described in the previous section, to find out if this is the case.
You can then run the uninstall program from wherever you find it.
Some programs aren’t as accommodating in getting themselves booted from
your system. For instance, the program may require you to visit a Web site or
jump through some other hoop in order to remove the program. The program’s Help file is a good place to check for a nonstandard removal method.
A section there may talk about how to remove the program. A Readme file
may have been installed on your system when you first installed the program. Refer to Figure 5-2 to see a Readme file called ReadMe.txt in the WinZip
menu folder. If you open the Readme file, you may discover instructions on
how to remove the program.

The Add or Remove Programs
applet in the Control Panel
The Control Panel is the nerve center of Windows XP and so it allows you to
change all sorts of configuration settings. The Control Panel also includes an
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