How to Buy a Computer 
(3)

How to Buy a Computer
(
(Adapted from “How to Buy a Computer” by Myles White - Published 1996)

· 1.
Check the length of the warranty and support. ___________________

· 2.
Check to see you are getting the full Windows`95 version with the manuals and the 
disks/cd.


A)
Win`95 Disks/CD
(

B)
Registration cards
(

C)
Manuals
(

D)
Licenses
(
· 3.
Check to see you get instructions for making back-up disks for Windows`95 if you 
don’t get the original disks/cd.

· 4.
Make sure you get the owner’s manuals for the:

A)
Motherboard
(
E)
Video card
(
B)
Hard drive
(
F)
Sound card
(
C)
CD-ROM drive
(
G)
Fax/Modem card
(
D)
Monitor
(
H)
Other Components
(
· 5.
Check to see you get copies of the manuals if you don’t get the originals. 

· 6.
Check to make sure the components in the computer’s case are what you ordered or 
were quoted as the components that would be part of the system.  (i.e. The brand and 
the model of hard drive, cd-rom drive, motherboard, fax/modem card, video card, and 
the sound card, etc.  This means opening up the case and taking a peek inside.)

The CPU (Central Processing Unit)
· 7.
Check to see the CPU brand is what you ordered. (Intel or AMD {Stay away from 
Cyrix CPUs because they are currently rated as not being very good})

· 8.
Check the “clock speed” on the CPU to see it’s what you ordered. (The speed of the 
processor is usually part of a series of numbers on the the CPU itself.)

· 9.
Check to see that the CPU has a cooling fan mounted on top of it. (Most Do.)

The RAM

· 10.
Check the RAM speed on the front or back of the memory module housing.  (It’s part of a series of numbers on the module.  Common speeds are 60, 70, or 80 ns)

· 11.
Check the RAM upgrade limits, if the memory banks use 72-pin SIMMs, and how 
many banks need to be filled per memory upgrade.(i.e. one or two)

· 12.
Check to see if the motherboard is compatible with either EDO-RAM or Synchronous Dynamic-RAM .  (These are better types of RAM than good-old clunky DRAM.)

The Memory Cache
· 13.
Check that the motherboard cache is what you were quoted. (256 kb or 512 kb)

· 14.
Check the upgrade limits of the cache.  (i.e. 256 kb to 512 kb or higher?)

· 15.
See if the motherboard cache is “hardwired” to the motherboard.  (It’s common & OK).

The BIOS, Serial Ports, & the CMOS

· 16.
Check the BIOS’s manufacturer, if it’s “PnP” (Plug And Play) compatible, and 
compliant with the ATA-3 standard (ATA-3 is a standard set as to how EIDE 

CD-ROMS function.  BIOS makers - Award, Phoenix, or American Megatrends.)

· 17.
Check to see that the BIOS is the EPROM type.  (Flash BIOS / Reprogramable)

· 18.
Check to see that the serial ports have the 16550 UART configuration or better.


(High speed modems of 28,880 bps and up work best with this configuration.)

· 19.
Check to see if the parallel ports are bi-directional and support the EPP standard.


(Laser printers and CD-ROMS benefit from this standard.)

· 20.
Check to see how and where the parallel ports connectors are connected.


(More often now than before they will be integrated into the motherboard.)

· 21.
Check to see how the CMOS battery is replaced and the brand used.  (The CMOS 
keeps track of little things like the date and time along with some other vital info.  
Don’t accept a system where you can’t replace the battery easily.  Look for the brands 
“Benchmark” or “Dallas Semiconductor”.)

The Disk drive, Hard Drive, Controller card

· 22.
Check the floppy disk drive manufacturer.  (Usually Teac, Panasonic, or Fujitsu.)

· 23.
Check to see if the hard drive has its own separate cache . (64 KB, 128 KB, 256 KB)

· 24.
Check to see if the hard drive uses a controller card or if your hard drive has a 
controller card built-in to it.  (Usually built-in.)

· 25.
Make sure any hard drive controller cards used use a PCI slot and not an ISA slot.


(The PCI slot will alway be faster than the ISA slot.)

· 26.
Check the hard drive through-put to the drive controller and the system.  (EIDE drives 
have a through-put up to 13 Mb/sec and up and higher Mb capacities than in the past.)

The Motherboard

· 27.
Check the “memory address” and “local bus” speed of the motherboard.  Generally it 
should be in the range of 60/30 MHz to 66/33 MHz depending on the motherboard and 
the CPU.  (i.e. The CPU talks to memory at 66 Mhz and the components at 33 Mhz.)

· 28.
Check to see if your motherboard is upgradable to faster CPU’s when they become 
more affordable.  Some motherboards will let you upgrade up to 200MHz when these 
CPU’s become available.  Look for manufacturers that use the “Socket-7” CPU sockets 
on their motherboards.(i.e. Intel, Micronics, Asus, SuperMicro, See MicroComputer 
Journal issue March/April 1996.)

The Video Card & Monitor

· 29.
Check the video card specifications.  What kind of 2-D and 3-D features does it feature?  
If you’re into games, will it handle the demanding rendering of 3-D graphics?

· 30.
Check the monitor refresh rates for the various resolutions it can produce.  Some brands
of monitors have really low refresh rates.  (For example, a resolution of 800 x 600 with 
a 60Hz refresh rate.  Welcome to the Flicker Zone.  Refreshing at 75Hz and up is best.)

The Universal Power Supply
· 31.
Check to see that the Universal Power Supply (UPS) can withstand repeated voltage 
hits without passing the voltage through to the system.

· 32.
Check to see how many MOV’s, capacitors, and rod core inductors the UPS contains.
(Hint: The more that are present the better the protection.)

Computer Books

How to Buy a Computer (1995) - Myles White


A really great book that’s not afraid to offend the computer industry by telling you what’s good, what’s so-so, and what’s crap.  This book was extremely helpful and very interesting.    The author said he planned to release a 1997 edition of this book.  Even if it’s not on a book store’s shelf, have the bookstore look it up in “Books in Print” to see if a 1997 edition exists because this is one book worth having to make good computer buying decisions.

PC Magazines Buying Guide (Published Yearly)


John Dvorak (PC Magazine Guru) used to be the primary author of this book, but I think it has now been handed over to someone else.  The 1996 edition of this book was a lot better than the 1997 edition because it had a greater amount of information.  The 1997 edition seems to have been cut down into a “Reader’s Digest” format which really looked like it was short changing the reader of valuable information.  What I liked most about this book was the section in the back that listed features for different components.  This made deciding on a particular component, product, or brand very convenient.

PCs For Dummies (1996) - Dan Gookin & Andy Rathbone


This is the equivalent of a “Dick & Jane” book for those people that aren’t computer savvy but still want to learn.  It was a great first book for me because the information was easy to understand and comprehend.  The authors also had a fun, humorous, laid-back writing style.  Even so, the humor has a tendency to wear thin when you read other computer related books written by these same authors.  As your knowledge of computer lingo increases, don’t be too surprised if you find yourself becoming increasingly impatient to wade through one of their “funny-ha-ha” paragraphs and find yourself saying, “Just get to the damn point!”.

How to Build a Pentium PC (1996)


You’re kidding, right?!  Nope.  I actually read this book and it was very helpful in giving me the confidence to build my own system piece by piece.  It helped to demystify all that potentially scary stuff inside the case and gave me a greater understanding of and appreciation of what I was doing.  If you’ve ever played with “Legos” or built a “whatchamajiger” out of “Tinker-Toys”, you can build a computer system from scratch.  Even if you don’t want to build a computer, this is a good book to read.

Computer Literacy Sources
( See Your Local or Main Library For These Sources )


One of the best sources of computer information for me was Computer Gaming World.  Now I know that probably sounds funny, but when I wanted to know more about the inner workings of computers and what products were good or so-so, Computer Gaming World was a great help.  The big major magazines (PC Magazine, PC World, etc.) never came close to giving me the information I wanted concerning some vital components.


For instance, when I wanted to find out something about computer motherboards, all the major magazines were “Ooohhing and Aaaahhing” about everything that was “plugged into” the motherboard.  In “car” terms, they were more interested in the spark plugs and the carburetor than whether this stuff was plugged into Ferrari or Yugo engine.  Picking a good motherboard is something not to be overlooked.


The name you will see over and over as writer of these articles is Loyd Case.  His articles have been a great help to me when it came to making good buying decisions.  He also has a knack for making things clear and simple.  Consider him a guru worth a listen.  


Even though these articles are not up-to-date, and don’t cover all the computer add-ons available, they at least give you an idea of where to look for up-to-date articles on these topics.  The Phoenix main library won’t let you check out the magazines, but you can check them out from the branches.  Take some money to make copies or check them out and find a copier.

General Knowledge
(This series on “The Ultimate Machine” is usually done every year around October thru January.)

The Upgrade Strategy That’s Right For You - Loyd Case / Computer Gaming World  Dec `95

Interface Wars:  IDE  vs  SCSI - Loyd Case / CGW  Dec `95 - Page 226

Popular Hot Rodding For Computer Gamers (Optional Reading) - Loyd Case / CGW  Jan `96

The Ultimate Game Machine - Loyd Case / CGW  Feb `96

SCSI Knowledge

The Need For Speed:  Why SCSI Is Not A Four Letter Word - Loyd Case / Feb `96


Read.Me:
Buslogic’s Flashpoint LT SCSI Card (Order the Spec. Sheet) - CGW  June `96


Buslogic (Now called Mylex)- 408-492-9090  Santa Clara,  CA.

Sound Cards

Making A Sound Decision - Loyd Case / CGW  June `96


The Sound And The Fury - Mike Weksler / CGW  Oct `95

Video Cards  (FYI - “Gaming in the Next Dimension” gives you great 3-D feature definitions.)

Speeding Down Highway 95 - PC World  June `96


Screaming Fast Video - PC/Computing  April `96


3-D Comes Alive - PC Magazine  June `96


Gaming In The Next Dimension - Loyd Case / CGW  June `96


When Speed Is What You Need - Loyd Case / CGW  Oct `95


Matrox Millenium - This was the highest rated card.  Even so, if I had to do this over 
again, I would probably look into a video card with “real” 3-D capabilities.

CD-ROM  Drives  ( SCSI Based )  (FYI - There is a new CD-ROM standard - EIDE)

The Third Generation:  6X  CD-ROM  Drives - PC Magazine  Jan 23 `96


Plextor 8X  Review - PC World  July `96


AdvanSCSI Card Review - PC World Feb `96


Adaptec EZ - SCSI 4.0  Software Review - PC Magazine  Feb 6 `96


Plextor- 1-800-475-3986:  Call and request the free booklet, “18 Questions to Ask Before
Purchasing A CD-ROM Drive” along with the spec. sheets for their 8X and 12/20X drives.  
Allow 2 weeks for delivery.

Video Monitors  (FYI - I understand that Aperture Grill monitors are the best for clarity.)


Princeton Graphic Systems (Mag Innovision Home Line) I’ve got an “Ultra 17+” 17" inch 
monitor of theirs, but if I had to do it over I’d probably get a Viewsonic monitor.  I’ve had 
some irritating problems with mine.


OptiQuest - (ViewSonic Home Line)


Ezio - (Nokia Home Line)
Motherboards  (Certain chipsets are better than others.  Intel is creating new motherboard 
chipset standards all the time.)


Hex, Bugs, & Rock `N Roll:  Mother, What A Board - Paul C. Schuytema / CGW  Dec `95


Under The Hood:  Motherboard Upgrades - Loyd Case / CGW  Dec `95


All About Motherboards and RAM - Joe Desposito / MicroComputer Jrnl Mar/April `96


Motherboard Discount Center - Gilbert, Az  1-800-486-2026 (I bought my brother’s 
motherboard from this place.  No problems to date. Get Computer Shopper to see the 
motherboards they carry and then request Spec. Sheets to be mailed or faxed to you.)

What I Put Together

Product
Company
Price

Video Card-
Matrox Millenium (2Mb)
NCA - Sunnyvale, CA
$239

SCSI Card-
Buslogic KT-930
NCA 
$125

Sound Card-
Sound Blaster AWE 32
Computability - Milwaukee, WI
$219

Motherboard-
ASUS P55T2P4
Aberdeen - Santa Fe Springs, CA
$209


- w/ 256 Kb PL-Cache


- Socket 7 CPU socket


- Cooling Fan w/ Heat Sink

CPU-
Pentium 100 Mhz
Aberdeen
$160

Hard Drive-
Western Digital 1.6 Gb
Comp-U-Plus - Monsey, NY
$215

CD ROM-
Plextor 8X SCSI
C-U-P
$312

Floppy Drive-
Teac 1.44 Mb
C-U-P
$23

Tower Case-
Non Brand
Pronex - Phoenix, AZ
$60

EDO Memory-
16 Mb  Non Brand
Pronex
$170

Keyboard-
MS Ergonomic
TC Peripherals - Jefferson, LA
$65

Mouse-
MS Ergonomic
TC Peripherals
$29

UPS-
APC 400VA (230W)
Best Buy - Peoria, AZ
$140


I spent around $2,770 for a premium system with local tax and S&H figure in as well.   By doing most of my purchasing by mailorder, I saved around $258 versus buying the stuff I wanted locally with comparable local prices and the sales tax factored in too.  The only thing left was to buy a good joystick.


Logitech makes a pretty good joystick.  I’ve got their Wingman Extreme and I like it.       In order to keep it on the desk when dogfighting in X-Wing or Tie Fighter I have to attach a bungee cord from the front and back of my desk and slide the base of the joystick underneath.  This has worked pretty good so far.


The only drawback to this joystick is that the stiff feel of the grip that I love gives way to a mushy feel over time.  This can be a pain when you try to line up on an enemy and the sight wobbles all over the place.  I’ve found that a 50¢ neoprene (rubber like) washer from           Home Depot fitted between the rubber shroud and the handle base takes care of this problem.  Although you do have to take the joystick apart to make this work.


By the way, this joystick is $50, but it is very nice.  Also, don’t abuse it.  Since the internal components are plastic they have a tendency to give way due to “plastic fatigue” even when you take care not to yank or jerk on the joystick suddenly.  It’s a pain in the butt when it happens and it has happened to me.  Use the warranty clause like I did to get things fixed.

Upgrades I Have Made

Product
Company
Price

	Video Card -
	Viper 330 (4 Mb SGRAM)
	Diamond Multimedia - CA
	$158

	3D Card -
	Pure 3D
	Canopus - CA
	$180

	SCSI Card -
	Buslogic KT-930
	NCA - CA 
	$125

	Sound Card -
	Sound Blaster AWE 32
	Computability - Milwaukee, WI
	$219

	Motherboard -
	ASUS P55T2P4
	Aberdeen - Santa Fe Springs, CA
	$209

	
	- w/ 256 Kb PL-Cache
	
	

	
	- Socket 7 CPU socket
	
	

	
	- Cooling Fan w/ Heat Sink
	
	

	CPU -
	Pentium MMX 200 Mhz
	NECX Direct - MA
	$250

	Hard Drive -
	Western Digital 1.6 Gb
	Comp-U-Plus - Monsey, NY
	$215

	CD ROM -
	Plextor 8X SCSI
	C-U-P
	$312

	Floppy Drive -
	Teac 1.44 Mb
	C-U-P
	$23

	Tower Case -
	Non Brand
	Pronex - Phoenix, AZ
	$60

	EDO Memory -
	32 Mb  Non Brand
	Memory Etc. - Phoenix, AZ
	$70

	Keyboard -
	MS Ergonomic
	TC Peripherals - Jefferson, LA
	$65

	Mouse -
	MS Ergonomic
	TC Peripherals
	$29

	UPS -
	APC 400VA (230W)
	Best Buy - Peoria, AZ
	$140

	Flight Stick - 
	Saitek X36 Flight System
	Egghead Software - On-Line Store
	$123

	Dual Port

Game Card- 
	CH Game Card 3
	Egghead Software - On-Line Store
	$28

	Fax / Modem - 
	DMM SupraExpress 56Kflex
	Best Buy - Phoenix, AZ
	$100


