

[image: cover.eps]



Laptops For Dummies®4th Edition


Table of Contents

Introduction

About This Book

And Just Who Are You?

normals Used in This Book

Where to Go from Here

Part I: The Laptop Shall Set You Free

Chapter 1: The Portable Computing Quest

Laptop History

The Xerox Dynabook

The Osborne 1

The loveable luggables

The Model 100

The lunch buckets

Dawn of the PC laptop

The search for light

The modern laptop

The Tablet PC

The netbook

The laptop of the future

Do You Need a Laptop?

Why you need a laptop

Why you don’t need a laptop

Chapter 2: A Laptop of Your Own

Laptop Shopping

Things to ignore when buying a laptop

Things to heed when buying a laptop

Software for Your Laptop

The operating system

Other software

Laptop Hardware Buying Decisions

Important laptop hardware guts

Communications choices

The green laptop

Service, Support, and Warranty

The Final Step: Buying Your Laptop

Part II: Introducing Your Laptop

Chapter 3: The Out-of-the-Box Experience

Basic Box Unpacking

Step-by-step unpacking directions

“How long should I keep the box?”

When to send in the warranty

Set Up Your Laptop

Find a place for the laptop

Charge the battery!

“Should I plug the laptop into a UPS?”

What to Do Next

Chapter 4: To Turn On a Laptop

Turn On Your Laptop

Step 1: Open the lid

Step 2: Adjust the lid for best viewing

Step 3: Locate the power button

Step 4: Punch the power button

It’s Windows!

Using Windows for the first time

Activating Windows

Logging in to Windows

Logging in to Windows in unusual ways

Beholding the desktop

What’s Next?

Chapter 5: To Turn Off a Laptop

Various Ways to Turn Off a Laptop

Finding the Shutdown menu

Shutting down your laptop

Restarting Windows

Putting the laptop to sleep

Waking up from Sleep mode

Using hibernation

Logging off

Locking Windows

Shutting the laptop’s lid

Shutting down when the laptop doesn’t want to

Power Button, What’s Your Function?

Chapter 6: Around Your Laptop in 16 Pages

The Standard Laptop Tour

Optical drive location

Media card storage

Removable storage options

The PC Card garage

A place for the old ball-and-chain

The thing’s gotta breathe

Not a hole, but an eye

Those Pluggable-Innable Holes

Look at the Pretty Lights!

This Isn’t Your Daddy’s Keyboard

The general keyboard layout

Where did the numeric keypad go?

The Fn key is the Fun key!

Mind these specific keys

This Isn’t Your Momma’s Mouse

The touch pad

Where is the wheel button?

The “happy stick” keyboard mouse

Get a real mouse!

Chapter 7: Your Laptop and Windows

The Big Windows Picture

The desktop

The Start button and Start button menu

Goodies in the notification area

Windows and Mass Storage Devices

A Place for Your Stuff

Accessing your User Profile folder

Using special folders for your stuff

Sharing files with Libraries

Placing the User Profile folder on the desktop

Where the Programs Lurk

“Where is Windows?”

“Where are the programs and other software?”

Out on the Network

Visiting the Network window

Perusing the HomeGroup

The Control Panel

Opening the Control Panel

Visiting laptoppy places in the Control Panel

Chapter 8: The Tablet PC

This Thing, This Tablet PC

Tablet PC history

Types of Tablet PCs

The Tablet PC Tour

Looking at special tablet hardware

Finding Tablet PC settings in the Control Panel

The Pen Is Mightier than the Mouse

Training the pen

Accessing the Input Panel

Using the Input Panel to write text

Giving your laptop the finger

Special Tablet PC Software

Windows Journal

Sticky Notes

InkBall

Part III: You and Your Laptop

Chapter 9: Using Your Laptop

You, the Computer Operator

Configuring your user account

Configuring your laptop’s display

Dealing with User Account Controls (UACs)

The Ins and Outs of Removable Storage

Adding a drive

Inserting media

Removing media from the laptop

Removing an external drive

The Software Side

Adding new software

Removing software

Chapter 10: Portable Power

The Battery Will Get a Charge Out of This!

What’s a battery?

Types of batteries

Locate the laptop’s battery

Monitor the battery

Should you keep the battery in the laptop when you use AC power all the time?

RIP, battery

When the Power Gets Low

Receiving low-battery warnings

Adjusting low-battery warnings

Charging the battery

Using a second battery

Managing Your Laptop’s Power

Power-saving tricks and tips

Creating a power management plan

Chapter 11: The Laptop, the Printer, and the Fax

A Portable Printer for Your Laptop

Laptop Printer Setup

Finding printers in Windows

Adding a printer to your laptop

Adding a network or wireless printer

“What is the default printer?”

Print Something

Printing something in Windows

Stopping a printer run amok

Printing when you don’t have a printer

The Fax Printer

Sending a fax

Visiting Fax Central

Receiving a fax

Part IV: Laptop Communications

Chapter 12: Expanding Your Laptop’s Universe

USB Expansion Options

That USB thing

The USB cable

Plug in a USB gizmo

USB-powered devices

Here a hub, there a hub

USB goodies galore

The PC Card

Parking a PC Card in the PC garage

Using the PC Card

Backing a PC Card out of the PC garage

The Laptop Becomes a Desktop

Using a full-size keyboard and mouse

Connecting a second monitor

Running the laptop with its lid closed

Chapter 13: Basic Networking

Wired Networking Overview

Network hardware

Network software

Your Laptop Plays on the Network

Setting your laptop’s network name

Finding other computers on the network

HomeGroup Sharing

Doing the HomeGroup thing

Creating a HomeGroup

Joining a HomeGroup

Using the HomeGroup

Sharing a folder or Library with the HomeGroup

Folder Sharing

Finding a shared folder

Sharing a folder from your laptop

Unsharing a folder

Chapter 14: The Wireless Life

The Wireless Thing

Wireless networking hardware

Wireless networking software

Wireless networking protocols

Hello, Wireless Network!

Connecting to a wireless network

Connecting to a wireless network when you don’t know the network’s name

Getting the laptop’s MAC address

Renewing your lease

Accessing a pay-service wireless network

Disconnecting from a wireless network

Chapter 15: Hello, Internet

Mobile Internet Connection Tips

Broadband Internet Access

Broadband access overview

Watch out — that network is public!

Disconnect from broadband access

Dialup Internet Access

Creating a dialup connection

Making the dialup connection

Disconnecting the dialup connection

Managing dialup connections

Chapter 16: That Modem Thing

About Mr. Modem

Broadband modems

Dialup modems

The smartphone tethering trick

Modem Setup

Finding modem control

Setting modem properties

Silencing the modem

Adding special modem-command settings

Dialing from other locations

Dialing area codes

Setting up calling card info

Drat Those Disconnect Timeouts!

Setting the general timeout

Setting timeouts for each session

Chapter 17: Keep Mr. Laptop Safe

The Windows 7 Action Center

Antivirus Software

Checking for an antivirus program

Scanning for viruses

Disabling the antivirus program

Protecting your laptop from the viral scourge

Behind the Firewall

Finding the Windows 7 Firewall

Getting a firewall warning

Sneaky Spyware

Safe and Private Browsing

Summoning an InPrivate Browsing window

Activating InPrivate Filtering

Checking a suspect Web page

Deleting your Web browsing history

Windows Update

Back Up Your Data

Preparing for backup

Finding that backup program

Configuring for backup

Backing up your stuff

Restoring from a backup

Part V: The Laptop Goes Elsewhere

Chapter 18: Portable Web Browsing and E-Mail Tips

Web Browsing When You’re Out and About

E-Mail Tips Galore

Reading e-mail on the road

Opening a Web-based e-mail account

Accessing e-mail from a friend’s computer

Forwarding your messages

Setting up an auto-responder

Dialup E-Mail Tips

Disconnecting after picking up e-mail

Disabling automatic checking

Sending everything in one batch

Chapter 19: Between the Desktop and the Laptop

Data from Here to There

Sneakernet

Ugly octopus net

Ethernet

Synchronized Bliss

Visiting the Sync Center

Using the Sync Center

Setting up a sync partnership

Reviewing sync partnerships

Synchronizing files

Accessing synced files

Syncing a new file

Ending a sync partnership

Your PC from Afar

Setting up for Remote Desktop

Accessing Remote Desktop on the network

Chapter 20: The Places You’ll Go

On the Case

Features to look for in a laptop case

Recommended brands

I’m-Leaving-On-a-Jet-Plane Checklist

Things to do before you go

Things to pack in your laptop bag

Looming Questions at the Airport

Is your laptop case one carry-on bag or half a carry-on bag?

Laptop inspection

All aboard!

Airplane mode

Up, up in the air

Air power

Café Computing

Where to sit?

Be a socket sleuth

Other tips ’n’ stuff

In Your Hotel Room

Mind the Laptop’s Temperature

Chapter 21: A More Secure Laptop

The Hot Laptop

Before Your Laptop Is Stolen

Mark your laptop

Register the laptop and its software

Be mindful of your environment

Attach the old ball-and-chain

Protect Your Data

Avoid the Setup password

Use a password on your account

Tell Windows not to memorize Internet passwords

Disable the Guest account

Lock Windows

Laptop, Phone Home

Your Fingerprint, Please

Part VI: Troubleshooting and Maintenance

Chapter 22: O Laptop, Entertain Me

Laptop Music

Playing a CD

Loading some tunes

Configuring Windows Media Player to automatically rip a CD

Videos on the Laptop

Watching a DVD movie

Viewing other video files

Using the Webcam

Sayonara, Cellphone

Making a phone call with your laptop

Doing video chat

E-Books on Your Laptop

Understanding the e-book thing

Reading an e-book on your laptop

Chapter 23: Working Outside the Office

Presentation Information

The dog-and-pony show

Set up your presentation

A Meeting in Space

Annoying people near you

Starting Windows Meeting Space

Getting people to join a meeting

Doing a meeting

Chapter 24: Laptop Troubleshooting

The Universal Quick-Fix

The Windows 7 Troubleshooter

System Restore to the Rescue!

Safe Mode

Entering Safe mode

Testing in Safe mode

“My laptop always starts in Safe mode!”

Common Problems and Solutions

“The keyboard is wacky!”

Touch pad touchiness

Making the mouse pointer more visible

“My laptop won’t wake up”

Power-management woes

“The battery won’t charge”

Chapter 25: Laptop Maintenanceand Upgrading

New Laptop Hardware

How ’bout Some New Software?

Upgrading your software

Upgrading to a new version of Windows

Laptop Maintenance

Maintaining software

Keeping it clean

Sprucing up the case

Grooming the keyboard

Cleansing the screen

Part VII: The Part of Tens

Chapter 26: Ten Battery Tips and Tricks

Don’t Drop the Battery, Get It Wet, Short It, Play Keep-Away with It, Open It, Burn It, or Throw It Away

Turn Down the Monitor’s Brightness

Power Down the Disk Drives

Add RAM to Prevent Virtual Memory Disk Swapping

Keep RAM Empty

Guard the Battery’s Terminals

Avoid Extreme Temperatures

Store the Battery If You Don’t Plan to Use It

Understand That Batteries Drain Over Time!

Deal with the Low-Battery Warning

Chapter 27: Ten Handy Laptop Accessories

Laptop Bag or Travel Case

Spare Battery

Webcam

Cooling Pad

Minivac

USB Lamp

Full-Size Keyboard

External Mouse

ID Card or Return Service Sticker

Theft-Prevention System

Chapter 28: Ten Things to Throw in Your Laptop Case

Power Cord and Brick

Spare Battery

Mouse

Screen Wipes and Cleaner

Laptop Lock

Removable Media

Headphones

Some Necessary Utensils

Cables, Cables, Cables

Not the End of the List




		
						 Laptops For Dummies®4th Edition

							by Dan Gookin

				
			
				[image: WileyTitlePageLogo.eps]
			

			
				Laptops For Dummies®, 4th Edition

				Published byWiley Publishing, Inc.111 River StreetHoboken, NJ 07030-5774

				www.wiley.com

				Copyright © 2010 by Wiley Publishing, Inc., Indianapolis, Indiana

				Published by Wiley Publishing, Inc., Indianapolis, Indiana

				Published simultaneously in Canada

				No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning or otherwise, except as permitted under Sections 107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright Act, without either the prior written permission of the Publisher, or authorization through payment of the appropriate per-copy fee to the Copyright Clearance Center, 222 Rosewood Drive, Danvers, MA 01923, (978) 750-8400, fax (978) 646-8600. Requests to the Publisher for permission should be addressed to the Permission Department, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030, (201) 748-6011, fax (201) 748-6008, or online at http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions.

				Trademarks: Wiley, the Wiley Publishing logo, For Dummies, the Dummies Man logo, A Reference for the Rest of Us!, The Dummies Way, Dummies Daily, The Fun and Easy Way, Dummies.com, Making Everything Easier, and related trade dress are trademarks or registered trademarks of John Wiley & Sons, Inc. and/or its affiliates in the United States and other countries, and may not be used without written permission. JavaScript is a registered trademark of Sun Microsystems, Inc. All other trademarks are the property of their respective owners. Wiley Publishing, Inc. is not associated with any product or vendor mentioned in this book.

				Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty: The publisher and the author make no representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this work and specifically disclaim all warranties, including without limitation warranties of fitness for a particular purpose. No warranty may be created or extended by sales or promotional materials. The advice and strategies contained herein may not be suitable for every situation. This work is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or other professional services. If professional assistance is required, the services of a competent professional person should be sought. Neither the publisher nor the author shall be liable for damages arising herefrom. The fact that an organization or Website is referred to in this work as a citation and/or a potential source of further information does not mean that the author or the publisher endorses the information the organization or Website may provide or recommendations it may make. Further, readers should be aware that Internet Websites listed in this work may have changed or disappeared between when this work was written and when it is read.

				For general information on our other products and services, please contact our Customer Care Department within the U.S. at 877-762-2974, outside the U.S. at 317-572-3993, or fax 317-572-4002.

				For technical support, please visit www.wiley.com/techsupport.

				Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats. Some content that appears in print may not be available in electronic books.

				Library of Congress Control Number: 2009942827

				ISBN: 978-0-470-57829-2

				Manufactured in the United States of America

				10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

				About the Author

				Dan Gookin has been writing about technology for more than 20 years. He combines his love of writing with his gizmo fascination to create books that are informative and entertaining and not boring. Having written more than 115 titles with 12 million copies in print translated into more than 30 languages, Dan can attest that his method of crafting computer tomes seems to work.

				Perhaps his most famous title is the original DOS For Dummies, published in 1991. It became the world’s fastest-selling computer book, at one time moving more copies per week than the New York Times number-one best seller (though, as a reference, his book couldn’t be listed on the NYT Best Seller list). That book spawned the entire line of For Dummies books, which remains a publishing phenomenon to this day.

				Dan’s most popular titles include Word For Dummies, PCs For Dummies, and Troubleshooting Your PC For Dummies. He also maintains the vast and helpful Web page www.wambooli.com.

				Dan holds a degree in communications/visual arts from the University of California, San Diego. He lives in the Pacific Northwest, where he enjoys spending time with his sons and playing video games inside while they watch the gentle woods of Idaho.

			

			
			
				Publisher’s Acknowledgments

				We’re proud of this book; please send us your comments through our online registration form located at http://dummies.custhelp.com. For other comments, please contact our Customer Care Department within the U.S. at 877-762-2974, outside the U.S. at 317-572-3993, or fax 317-572-4002.

				Some of the people who helped bring this book to market include the following:

				Acquisitions, Editorial, and Media Development

				Senior Project Editor: Mark Enochs

				Acquisitions Editor: Katie Mohr

				Copy Editor: Rebecca Whitney

				Technical Editor: James F. Kelly

				Editorial Manager: Leah Cameron

				Editorial Assistant: Amanda Graham

				Sr. Editorial Assistant: Cherie Case

				Cartoons: Rich Tennant (www.the5thwave.com)

				Composition Services

				Project Coordinator: Sheree Montgomery

				Layout and Graphics: Christine Williams

				Proofreader: C. M. Jones

				Indexer: BIM Indexing & Proofreading Services

				Publishing and Editorial for Technology Dummies

				Richard Swadley, Vice President and Executive Group Publisher

				Andy Cummings, Vice President and Publisher

				Mary Bednarek, Executive Acquisitions Director

				Mary C. Corder, Editorial Director

				Publishing for Consumer Dummies

				Diane Graves Steele, Vice President and Publisher

				Composition Services

				Debbie Stailey, Director of Composition Services

			

			
			

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

				It’s lightweight, high-tech, and portable; the product of years of research, a longtime dream of engineers and scholars, something people all over the world crave. It’s wireless. It’s about communications. And it will help you become the ultimate mobile computer user. Of course, I’m talking about this book: The fourth edition of Laptops For Dummies.

				At this point, most people stop reading the introduction to any book, so rather than continue to write this introduction, I thought I’d tell you the delightful story of my elderly neighbor’s two cats and the unique bond they have with a neighborhood squirrel we all call Spunky.

				Just kidding.

				I’m happy that you’re still reading this introduction. You’re probably interested because your laptop computer didn’t come with a manual or even a Getting Started pamphlet. Heck, consider yourself lucky if the laptop came with a foldout “road map” of how to plug things in. Your desire to learn more about your new gizmo, and to get the most out of its purchase, probably drove you to buy this book.

				This book covers your portable computer from laptop to lap-bottom, inside and out, on the road or resting at home. The information here runs the gamut, from introducing your laptop to making your first wireless connection at some swanky cybercafé. You’ll find this book useful whether you’re just out laptop shopping or consider yourself an old hand.

				This fourth edition branches out with coverage of the new netbook phenomenon. What was once called the UltraMobile PC is now known far and wide as the netbook. Those inexpensive, lightweight little guys can go the distance, often filling the computing need of students or anyone on a budget or on the go.

				Oh, and I still cover those Tablet PCs here. I love ’em, but they’re struggling for widespread adoption. It would be nice if more people respected the Tablet PC because it’s really a laptop with a foldable screen or, as I like to put it, a laptop with a useful neck injury.

				About This Book

				This book covers laptop computing: from buying and setting up to going on the road to networking and the Internet to power management to security and everything in between. There’s a lot of laptoppy advice to be had between this book’s yellow covers.

				I don’t intend for you to read each chapter in sequence. That’s because this book is organized as a reference: Find the tidbit of information, the knowledge nugget you need to know, and then be on your merry way. Everything is cross-referenced, so if you need to look elsewhere in the book for more information, you can easily find it.

				In writing this book, I assume that you may know a bit about computers, as most folks do today. But you may be utterly fresh on the idea of portable computing. Despite what they tell you, a laptop computer isn’t merely a desktop computer with a handle attached. There’s more to it, and this book is here to show you the ropes — and let you take full advantage of what the laptop has to offer.

				I divide the laptop experience into seven handy parts:

				Part I contains an overview of laptop computing, plus a handy how-to guide for buying a laptop to sate your portable computing lusts.

				Part II introduces you to your laptop computer, covering basic operation and hardware orientation.

				Part III discusses how to use your laptop and gives you important information on power management, printing with a laptop, as well as laptop expansion.

				Part IV is about laptop communications, which includes networking and the Internet. The idea is to let your laptop talk with the rest of the world and with a desktop computer (in case you still use one).

				Part V deals with taking your laptop on the road and includes a special chapter on the hot topic of laptop security.

				Part VI covers laptop troubleshooting in addition to various ways to upgrade your laptop’s hardware and software.

				Part VII is the traditional For Dummies Part of Tens — various lists for review or to help you get on your way.

				There’s also the Cheat Sheet which can be found at www.dummies.com/cheatsheet/laptops. Here you’ll find some tips and places to write down important info about your laptop that you might need in the future should anything go wrong. 

				And Just Who Are You?

				Let me jump to the conclusion that you’re a human being, not a cleverly disguised owl. Furthermore, you either own a laptop PC or want to buy one. You may already have a desktop computer, or perhaps you had a laptop a long, long time ago and noticed that things have changed.

				I use the word laptop to refer to all types of portable computers, including traditional laptops, notebooks, teensy netbooks, and those things I call Tablet PCs. Where these creatures have individual differences, I note it in the text. For example, Chapter 8 talks completely about Tablet PCs and their unique features and abilities. Otherwise, unless specifically noted, a laptop is a notebook is a netbook in the text.

				This book assumes that you have a PC-compatible laptop, one that runs the Windows operating system. The current version of that operating system is Windows 7, though this book also covers Windows Vista — and you’ll find a smidgen of information about Windows XP from time to time (though if you’re still using Windows XP on your laptop, it’s probably time for a new laptop.)

				I don’t cover the Apple line of Macintosh laptop computers. And the mere thought of addressing any PC laptops running the Linux operating system or any other operating systems known or unknown, from this or any parallel universe or dimension, has never occurred to me.

				This book doesn’t describe the basic operations of a computer, Windows, or your software. I’ve tried to keep the information here specific to the portable aspects of the laptop computer. Beyond that, if you need more information about running your computer, any standard PC or Windows reference works fine.

				normals Used in This Book

				[image: tip.eps] The Tip normal notifies you about something cool, handy, or nifty or something that I highly recommend. For example, “Avoid those forest mushroom-hunting trips where the guide confesses that it’s his first time.”

				[image: remember.eps] Don’t forget! When you see this normal, you can be sure that it points out something you should remember, something I said earlier that I’m repeating because it’s very important and you’ll likely forget it anyway. For example, “Grandpa may be a hearty individual, but if they had hot water in the house where he grew up, you can probably be assured that he would have taken hot showers instead of cold ones.”

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Danger! Ah-oogah! Ah-oogah! When you see the Warning normal, pay careful attention to the text. This normal flags something that’s bad or that could cause trouble. For example, “That guy selling laptops out of his pickup truck at the swap meet will probably not be there next week to provide the after-sale service he promised.”

				[image: technicalstuff.eps] This normal alerts you to something technical, an aside or some trivial tidbit that I just cannot suppress the urge to share. For example, “The improved access time of digital storage will prove terminal the efficaciousness of the once-popular ferrous oxide storage media.” Feel free to skip over this book’s technical information as you please.

				Where to Go from Here

				You can start reading this book anywhere. Open the table of contents and pick a spot that amuses you or concerns you or has piqued your curiosity. Everything is explained in the text, and stuff is carefully cross-referenced so that you don’t waste your time reading repeated information.

				For additional information, you can visit my Web site:

				www.wambooli.com

				When updates for this book are available, that information can be found at

				www.wambooli.com/help/laptops

				Finally, I enjoy hearing feedback. If you want to send me e-mail, my personal address is dgookin@wambooli.com. I’m happy to answer questions specific to this book or just say Hello. Please be aware that I am not listing my e-mail address here to provide free troubleshooting or support for your laptop. If you need support, contact your laptop dealer or manufacturer. Thank you for understanding.

				Enjoy your laptop computer. I’ll see you on the road!

			

		

	
		
		
				Part I

				The Laptop Shall Set You Free

				
				[image: 578292-pp0101.eps]
			

				In this part . . .

				Whether you take your laptop on the road or keep it anchored to your desk, one word truly sums up the entire laptop experience: freedom. The modern laptop gives you full desktop computer power without the cumbersome bulk and tethers that keep it in one place. Even if you never plan to take the thing anywhere, you know that you have the freedom to do so.

				It has taken a while for the state of laptop technology to get to where it is. This part of the book explains the journey taken in the quest for portable computing. It also includes a useful guide for finding a laptop that fits perfectly in your very own lap.

			

			
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				The Portable Computing Quest

				In This Chapter

				Understanding portable computing

				Reviewing laptop history

				Recognizing the Tablet PC variation

				Getting to know the netbook

				Deciding whether you need a laptop

				Ifigure, sometime a long time ago, one early proto-nerd had an idea. Wearing his thick glasses and a white lab coat, he stared at the large, vacuum tube monster he was tending. He wondered what it would be like to put wheels on the six-ton beast. What if they could wheel it outside and work in the sun? It was a crazy idea, yet it was the spark of a desire.

				Today that spark has flared into a full-blown portable computing industry. The result is the laptop, Tablet PC, or netbook computer you have in your lap, or which your lap is longing for. It’s been a long road — this chapter tells you about the journey by explaining the history of the portable computing quest.

				Laptop History

				You can’t make something portable simply by bolting a handle to it. Sure, it pleases the marketing folk who understand that portability is a desirable trait: Put a handle on that 25-pound microwave oven and it’s suddenly “portable.” You could put a handle on a hippopotamus and call it portable, but the thing already has legs, so what’s the point?

				My point is that true portability implies that a gizmo has at least these three characteristics:

				Lightweight

				No power cord

				Practical


				The ancient portable computer

				Long before people marveled over (solar powered) credit-card-size calculators, there existed the world’s first portable, human-powered calculator. Presenting the abacus, the device used for centuries by merchants and goatherds to rapidly perform calculations that would otherwise cause painful headaches.

				Abacus comes from the Greek word meaning “to swindle you faster.” Seriously, the abacus, or counting board, is simple to master. Many kids now learn to use the abacus in elementary school. In the deft hands of an expert, an abacus can perform all the same operations as a calculator — including square and cubic roots.

				In his short story Into the Comet, science fiction author Arthur C. Clarke wrote of stranded astronauts using many abacuses to plot their voyage home when the spaceship’s computer wouldn’t work because the Internet was down and their version of Windows couldn’t be validated.
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				In the history of the portable computer, those three things didn’t happen all at once, and definitely not in that order.

				The Xerox Dynabook

				The desire to take a computer on the road has been around a long, long time. Back around 1970, long before the notion of the personal computer existed, Xerox PARC developed the Dynabook concept.

				Today, you’d recognize the Dynabook as an e-book reader, very similar to the Amazon Kindle: The Dynabook was to be the size of a sheet of paper and only a half-inch thick. The top part was a screen; the bottom, a keyboard.

				The Dynabook never left the lab, remaining only a dream. Yet the desire to take a computer on the road wouldn’t go away. For the next three decades after the Dynabook concept, many attempts were made to create truly portable computers.

				The Osborne 1

				The first successful portable computer was the Osborne 1, created by computer book author and publisher Adam Osborne in 1980. Adam believed that in order for personal computers to be successful, they would have to be portable.

				His design for the Osborne 1 portable computer was ambitious for the time: The thing would have to fit under an airline seat — and this was years before anyone would even dream of using a computer on an airplane.

				The Osborne 1 portable computer (see Figure 1-1) was a whopping success. It featured a full-size keyboard and two 51//4-inch floppy drives but only a teensy, credit-card-size monitor. It wasn’t battery powered, but it did have a handy carrying handle so that you could lug around the 24-pound beast like an overpacked suitcase. Despite its shortcomings, 10,000 units a month were sold; for $1,795, you got the computer plus free software.

				
					Figure 1-1: A late-model Osborne.
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				The loveable luggables

				The Osborne computer was barely portable. Face it: The thing was a suitcase! Imagine hauling the 24-pound Osborne across Chicago’s O’Hare airport. Worse: Imagine the joy expressed by your fellow seatmates as you try to wedge the thing beneath the seat in front of you.

				Computer users yearned for portability. They wanted to believe the advertising images of carefree people toting the Osborne around — people with arms of equal length. But no hip marketing term could mask the ungainly nature of the Osborne: Portable? Transportable? Wispy? Nope. Credit some wag in the computer press for dreaming up the term luggable to describe the new and popular category of portable computers ushered in by the Osborne.

				Never mind its weight. Never mind that most luggable computers never ventured from the desktops they were first set up on — luggables were the best the computer industry could offer an audience wanting a portable computer.

				In the end, it wasn’t the Osborne computer’s weight that doomed it. No, what killed the Osborne was that in the early 1980s the world wanted IBM PC compatibility. The Osborne lacked that. Instead, the upstart Texas company Compaq introduced luggability to the IBM world with the Compaq 1, shown in Figure 1-2.

				
					Figure 1-2: The luggable Compaq 1.

				

				[image: 578292-fg0102.tif]

				The Compaq 1, introduced in 1983 at $3,590, proved that you could have your IBM compatibility and haul it on the road with you — as long as a power socket was handy and you had good upper-body strength.

				Yet the power cord can stretch only so far. It became painfully obvious that for a computer to be truly portable — as Adam Osborne intended — it would have to lose that power cord.

				The Model 100

				The first computer that even remotely looks like a modern laptop, and was fully battery powered, was the Radio Shack Model 100, shown in Figure 1-3. It was an overwhelming success.

				The Model 100 wasn’t designed to be IBM PC compatible, which is surprising considering that PC compatibility was all the rage at the time. Instead, this model offered users a full-size, full-action keyboard, plus an eensie, 8-row, 40-column LCD text display. It came with several built-in programs, including a text editor (word processor), a communications program, a scheduler, and an appointment book, plus the BASIC programming language, which allowed users to create their own programs or buy and use BASIC programs written by others.

				
					Figure 1-3: The Radio Shack Model 100.

				

				[image: 578292-fg0103.tif]


				Portability and communications

				Long before the Internet came around, one thing that was deemed necessary on all portable computers was the ability to communicate. A portable computer had two communications duties. First, it had to be able to talk with a desktop computer, to exchange and update files. Second, it needed a modem to be able to communicate electronically over phone lines.

				Nearly every portable computer, from the Radio Shack Model 100 onward, required a modem, or at least an option for installing one. This was before the Internet era, back when a modem was considered an optional luxury for a desktop computer. Out on the road, away from a desktop at the office, early proto-road-warriors needed that modem in order to keep in touch.



				The Radio Shack Model 100 was all that was needed for portability at the time, which is why the device was so popular.

				The Model 100 provided the form factor for laptops of the future. It was about the size of a hardback novel. It ran for hours on standard AA batteries. And, it weighed just 6 pounds.

				So popular was the Model 100 among journalists that it was common to hear the hollow sound of typing on its keyboard during presidential news conferences in the 1980s.

				Despite its popularity and versatility, people wanted a version of the Model 100 that would run the same software as the IBM PC. Technology wasn’t ready to shrink the PC’s hardware to Model 100 size in 1983, but the Model 100 set the goal for what people wanted in a laptop’s dimensions.

				The lunch buckets

				Before the dawn of the first true laptop, some ugly mutations slouched in, along with a few rejects from various mad scientists around the globe. I call them the lunch bucket computers because they assumed the shape, size, and weight of a typical hard-hat’s lunch box. The Compaq III, shown in Figure 1-4, was typical of this type of portable computer.

				The lunch box beasts weighed anywhere from 12 to 20 pounds or more, and most weren’t battery powered.

				The lunch bucket portables were the first PCs to use full-screen LCD monitors. (The Osborne and Compaq portables used glass CRTs.)

				
					Figure 1-4: The Compaq III.

				

				[image: 578292-fg0104.tif]

				Incidentally, around the same time as the lunch bucket computers became popular, color monitors were becoming standard items for desktop PCs. All portables at the time, even those with LCD monitors, were monochrome.

				Honestly, the lunch buckets did offer something over the old transportable or luggables: less weight! A late-model lunch bucket PC weighed in at about 12 pounds, half the weight and about one-eighth the size of the suitcase-size luggables.

				Dawn of the PC laptop

				The computer industry’s dream was to have a portable computer that had all the power and features of a desktop computer yet was about the same size and weight as the Model 100. One of the first computers to approach that mark was the Compaq SLT, back in 1988, as shown in Figure 1-5.

				The Compaq SLT was the first portable computer that resembles one of today’s laptops: A hinged lid swings up and back from the base, which contains the keyboard. This design is known as the clamshell.

				
					Figure 1-5: The Compaq SLT.

				

				[image: 578292-fg0105.tif]

				Feature-wise, the SLT had what most PC desktop users wanted in a portable system: a full-size keyboard, full-size screen, floppy drive, and 286 microprocessor, which meant that the computer could run the then-popular DOS operating system. The computer lacked a hard drive.

				Weight? Alas, the SLT was a bowling ball, at 14 pounds!

				What the Compaq SLT did was prove to the world that portability was possible. A laptop computer was designed to feature everything a desktop computer could, plus run on batteries for an hour or so. Yeah, believe it or not, people were delighted.

				The search for light

				Just because the marketing department labeled the computer a “laptop” didn’t mean that it was sleek and lightweight. For a while there, it seemed like anyone could get away with calling a portable PC a laptop, despite the computer’s weight of up to 20 pounds — which is enough to crush any lap, not to mention kneecaps.


				Calculating laptop weight: The missing pieces

				When computer companies specify the weights of their laptops, I’m certain that they do it under ideal conditions, possibly on the moon or at some other location where gravity is weak. The advertised weight is, as they say, “for comparison purposes only.”

				Commonly left out of the laptop’s weight specs is the power brick, the AC adapter used to connect the laptop to a wall socket. When the laptop isn’t running on batteries, you need the power brick to supply the thing with juice, so the power brick is a required accessory — something you have to tote with you if you plan to take the laptop on an extended trip.

				In the old days, what they didn’t tell you in the advertisements was that the power brick often weighed half as much as the laptop itself! Either that or the power brick was even bulkier than the laptop, as shown in the figure, in the obnoxiously big Dell 320LT power brick (and its heavy 30-minute batteries). Lugging around those items isn’t convenient. Things are better today.



				[image: 578292-sb0102.tif]

				In the fall of 1989, NEC showed that it could think outside the laptop box when it introduced the UltraLite laptop, shown in Figure 1-6.

				The UltraLite featured a full-size screen and keyboard but no disk drives or other moving parts! It used battery-backed-up memory to serve as a silnormal disk. The silnormal disk stored 1 or 2MB of data — which was plenty back in those days.

				
					Figure 1-6: The NEC UltraLite.
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				As was required of all laptops, the UltraLite featured a modem, and it could talk with a desktop computer by using a special cable. Included with the UltraLite was software that would let it easily exchange files and programs with a desktop PC.

				The weight? Yes, the UltraLite lived up to its name and weighed in at just under 5 pounds — a feather compared to the obese laptops of the day. And, the battery lasted a whopping two hours, thanks mostly to the UltraLite’s lack of moving parts.

				The modern laptop

				As technology careened headlong into the 1990s, it became apparent that users were desperate for three things from their laptop computers — in addition to the basic PC compatibility, portability, and communications features that were long ago deemed must-haves.

				Light weight

				Long battery life

				Full hardware compatibility with desktop systems

				Over time, all these qualities were achieved — at a price. Today, the holy grail of a lightweight, PC-compatible laptop that boasts a long battery life isn’t elusive; it’s just expensive!

				Weight: Depending on how much you want to pay, your laptop can be anywhere from a half-inch thick to just under an inch thick and weigh between 2 to 6 pounds. The weight and size also depend on the features you want in your laptop, with more features adding more weight.

				Battery life: Although the batteries themselves haven’t improved much in the past several years, thanks to power-management hardware and software, modern laptops can extend battery life from the once-standard two hours to about three or four hours.

				Hardware compatibility: Since the late 1990s, all laptops come with color screens, just like desktop systems do. Most also sport optical drives (CD or DVD), just like desktops do. Laptops feature modems, networking (wired and wireless) capabilities, and expansion options. Special laptop processors and other types of hardware have been developed over the years, keeping laptop hardware small and energy efficient.

				The Tablet PC

				Computer manufacturers have long attempted to create the electronic equivalent of a pencil and pad of paper — a very expensive pencil and pad of paper. Basically, what they’re after is a portable computer with a monitor but no keyboard. Data is input by using a digital stylus to write directly on the screen.

				Over the years, this digital triptych has had various names attached to it: the PenGo computer, the Apple Newton, Pen Windows, and eventually the Tablet PC.

				The Tablet PC began life a few years back as its own computer category. The machine was about the same size as a laptop, but it didn’t fold open; the monitor was “face up” all the time. That model failed miserably. The Tablet PC now exists as a laptop hybrid: The machine can be used like any other laptop, but the display can be pivoted and laid flat over the keyboard, as shown in Figure 1-7. The result is a flexible computer system that is a laptop with Tablet PC features.

				
					Figure 1-7: A Tablet PC.
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				Even as a hybrid, Tablet PC sales haven’t taken off. Apparently, writing on the screen isn’t a feature that laptop users are eager to use.

				Tablet PCs are discussed throughout this book and specifically in Chapter 8.

				[image: technicalstuff.eps] The ancients used something called a tabulae ceratea to write temporary messages. Every Greek or Roman schoolboy took with him to class a folding wooden tablet. The insides were coated with a black wax. Using a stylus (basically a stick), the student would write into the wax, again and again. Oh, we’ve truly come such a long way.

				The netbook

				Human laps aren’t getting any smaller. Human eyes can only comfortably read text that’s so big. Most important, human fingers have trouble with keyboards that are too tiny. Despite these limitations, the most recent step in laptop evolution is the netbook, which is the smallest, lightest, and most portable computer.

				The netbook is not powerful and not truly a complete desktop replacement. It lacks an optical drive, for instance, and most of them lack the computing horsepower to run some advanced programs. What they do provide, however, is an inexpensive and highly portable platform for using the Internet, accessing e-mail, and performing simple tasks, such as word processing.

				Figure 1-8 illustrates a typical netbook computer, the ideal laptop system for students or anyone who’s on the go and doesn’t need the bulk or power of a full-size laptop computer.

				
					Figure 1-8: The eensy-weensy netbook PC.
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				Portable gizmos galore!

				Portable computing means more than just a laptop and, of course, a laptop computer is more than just a portable PC. So what is a laptop and what’s not?

				The laptop itself can be described by its size. Lighter laptops have been dubbed notebook computers, though that term appears to be more of a marketing phenomena than any official laptop category.

				The netbook is an ultralight, mobile laptop of limited power. Tablet PCs are traditional laptops that let you write on the screen by using an electronic stylus. Some Tablet PCs don’t even have traditional computer keyboards.

				Beyond the laptop you find a host of portable computing devices, many of which are geared toward specific needs. For example, an e-book reader gizmo isn’t a full-on computer, but instead uses its computer power to let you read electronically published books, magazines, newspaper articles, and even browser the Web just about anywhere.

				Also added to the mix is the typical smartphone, which is a cellphone capable of accessing the Internet, storing and managing information, running special programs (or apps), playing music, taking pictures or shooting video, and doing a host of other wondrous things.

				Some people predict that all these gizmos may one day be consolidated into a single device. Only time will tell.



				The laptop of the future

				I don’t believe that the laptop computer will supplant the typical desktop computer system. Though more and more people are opting to replace their older desktops with laptops, there’s still a need for desktop power that can’t be had in a portable computing device.

				One item still on the laptop wish list is battery technology. Today’s laptops last longer on battery power than the laptops of ten years ago. Then again, going from 2 hours on battery power to 31//2 hours isn’t really the improvement that people want.

				The solution for battery power in the future is something called the fuel cell, which acts like a miniature power plant directly connected to your laptop PC.

				Fuel cell technology promises power that lasts for weeks instead of hours, which will prove a boon to portable gizmos of every kind — but only when the fuel cell makes sense economically.

				Although fuel cells are available now, they’re just too expensive and bulky for laptops. Supposedly, the first fuel-cell-powered laptops will be here soon, but “soon” is still far enough in the future to be anyone’s guess. Until then, laptop users will have to slug it out with rechargeable batteries and power packs.

				See Chapter 10 for more information on batteries and other power-management issues.

				Do You Need a Laptop?

				The journey is over. You have arrived. Adam Osborne’s dream is here: Portable computers are everywhere.

				As a consumer, and as someone who needs a computer in order to survive in the 21st century, the question is simple: Do you need a laptop?

				Why you need a laptop

				I can think of several reasons for getting a laptop computer:

				Have a laptop as your main computer

				Why dither over saving money with a desktop when you really want the portability of a laptop?

				A desktop computer cannot pretend to be a laptop, but a laptop can certainly fake being a desktop: You can use a full-size keyboard and monitor with your laptop. You can also connect any number of popular desktop peripherals, such as a printer, a scanner, or an external hard drive. The advantage is, unlike with a desktop system, you’re free to disconnect the laptop and wander the world whenever you want.

				Use a laptop as a space-saving computer system

				Unlike with desktops, you don’t have to build a tabletop shrine to your laptop computer — that is, you don’t need a computer desk. If space is tight where you live or work, keep the laptop on the shelf or in a drawer. Then set it up on the kitchen table or coffee table whenever you’re ready to work. Forget about the constant mess and clutter that orbit the typical desktop computer station. Viva Adam Osborne!

				Get a laptop as a second computer

				Why buy a second desktop computer when you can get a laptop and enjoy not only the presence of a second computer but also the ability to make that computer system portable? Furthermore, you can network the two computers, allowing them to share the Internet connection and printers as well as each other’s data and files. And, you still have the luxury of having one system that’s portable.


				Mr. Laptop Goes to College

				Setting up a computer in a college dorm room in the 1980s was the sure sign of being a nerd. Today, not setting up a laptop computer in a college dorm room is the sure sign of being a social outcast. I implore future students to pester their parental units early, say, starting in the seventh grade, to ensure that they leave for college armed with the best portable computing power possible.

				No, I’m not being silly. Some colleges require students to arrive with a laptop in tow. Those Institutions may even publish laptop guides so that campus compatibility is guaranteed and issues such as viruses and spyware are dealt with before classes start. My advice: Follow those guidelines. Look for a laptop based on the school’s recommendations. But there’s still more you need to do.

				Be sure to prepare a college-bound laptop for the onslaught of malware. See Chapter 17 for vital information about laptop security. Also see Chapter 21 for dealing with another college laptop issue: theft. You’ve probably spent a lot of time preparing for college; you should prepare the laptop for college as well.



				Take the laptop on the road

				Laptops let you take your work on the road. After a few moments of synching (transferring current files between your desktop and laptop, covered in Chapter 19), you’re off and running to anywhere you like (although being in direct sunlight can make it difficult to see the laptop screen).

				When you return from your “road warrior” trip, you perform another synch and both computers get all caught up for the day.

				[image: remember.eps] Laptops let you escape the confines of your office and do work anywhere you like for a few hours. Or, if there’s power at your location, you can plug in and work all day.

				The laptop lets you take your work with you when you travel. It lets you experience the reality of using a computer on an airplane (which isn’t as cool as it sounds).

				Why you don’t need a laptop

				Laptops aren’t cheap. They’re also expensive to fix. Forget about upgrading the hardware. They can easily get stolen. The battery life never lives up to the printed specifications. It’s tough to get work done on a jet or in a café because people either look over your shoulder or ask you questions about the laptop. Ack! But those are minor quibbles.

				Thanks to their light weight, long battery life, and increasing computing power, laptops make ideal computers for just about anyone. If you don’t own a laptop now, you will someday.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

				A Laptop of Your Own

				In This Chapter

				Buying a laptop

				Ignoring things when buying a laptop

				Choosing software for your laptop

				Finding the right laptop hardware

				Getting service, support, and warranty

				Buying your laptop

				When you go out to buy something new and scary like a computer, there are two things to know. First, it helps to identify what you want to do with the new thing. For a laptop, you probably want the freedom and portability, if not the social status that comes with being a smart, handsome laptop owner. Second, it helps to know as much as possible about the thing you’re buying.

				For the first part, you probably already know why you want a laptop, and if you’re like anyone who’s read my books, you’re already smart and handsome. For the second part, you need to bone up on laptop-buying issues, which is exactly the information you find in this chapter.

				Laptop Shopping

				The best computer you can buy is the one that does what you need it to do. To find that computer, you have to familiarize yourself with some issues and deliberately ignore others.

				Things to ignore when buying a laptop

				When it comes to spending your money on a useful computer, especially a laptop, feel free to ignore these items:

				Slick marketing campaigns: You’ll never be as cool as the person in the ad, no matter how much effort you put into it. All laptops are tools and should be judged by whether they offer what you need, not by how nifty their advertising looks.

				Brand name: Too many people consider brand name first and don’t even know which components they need. Similarly, you don’t need to buy a laptop from the same manufacturer as the one who made your desktop PC. As long as the laptop runs the software you need, you’re fine.

				Low price: An abundance of cheap laptops are available. In haste, you may buy a laptop, thinking that you’re getting a deal — but get stuck with a brick instead.

				High price: It’s easy to be duped into thinking that the most expensive laptop is the best. Buying too much is not a wise buying decision.

				Internal expansion: Rare is the laptop with external expansion options. Because of that, you need to know ahead of time what you plan to do with the laptop (which software you’ll run) so that you can buy all the hardware you need at one time. That way, your laptop will serve you for a good, long time.

				Things to heed when buying a laptop

				In addition to all the regular hardware that comes with a computer (see the following section), you need to consider four key items when choosing a laptop:

				Weight: Nearly all laptops weigh between 2 and 7 pounds. The heavier laptops have more features, such as a larger display. The lighter models don’t necessarily have fewer features; they might actually have more lightweight or advanced features, which makes them more expensive. The exception is the netbook, which weighs less on purpose but lacks many standard laptop features, such as an optical drive.

				Size: Most laptops are less than 1 inch thick and about as tall and wide as a small coffee table book. Netbooks are the smallest.

				Display: Recently, manufacturers have discovered that people love a larger LCD display on a laptop — even though the larger display adds to the laptop’s size and weight (and consumes more battery power). For a laptop being used at one location and only rarely going on the road, a huge display is wonderful. If you want portability, though, and a longer battery life, consider a smaller display.

				Battery life: Despite the manufacturer’s claims, most PC laptops run anywhere from two to three hours unplugged. Netbooks hold the record, with some of them lasting as long as six hours. Regardless, it’s possible and necessary to manage the laptop’s power; see Chapters 10 and 26.

				[image: remember.eps] Stuff that’s important to the overall weight of the laptop — the power brick and cord, extra batteries, portable storage, and other gizmos — aren’t included in the basic tonnage calculation. Keep that in mind when weight is important to you.

				Tablet PCs are thicker than standard laptops because of the extra circuitry required in the monitors. See Chapter 8.

				A popular trick that’s used to make the battery life seem longer is to specify the time used by two batteries. On some laptops, you can swap a drained battery with a fresh one, thereby extending your portable time. Although there’s nothing wrong with that trick, the extended battery time shouldn’t be used for comparison, and the extra battery’s weight needs to be added to the total laptop weight.

				Software for Your Laptop

				A computer system is composed of two parts: hardware and software. When you buy a new computer, you probably pay more attention to the hardware. That’s understandable, but not the reason you bought the computer: Computers exist to run software. So if you want a laptop computer that does everything you need, I recommend looking for software first and then finding hardware to match that software.

				The operating system

				The main program that controls your laptop is the operating system. It’s the computer’s brain, giving the laptop its personality and giving you, the human, a way to control the computer.

				For the majority of PC laptops, the operating system is Microsoft Windows. This book is written around Windows 7, though some laptops are still available with Windows Vista and plenty of netbooks are sold with Windows XP.

				There is no special Windows laptop version. Windows has features specific to your laptop or Tablet PC, but otherwise it’s the same Windows you would use on a desktop computer system.

				Netbooks were originally sold with the Windows XP operating system, mostly because Windows Vista (which replaced Windows XP) couldn’t run on those systems. Windows 7, however, can run on netbook computers.

				See Chapter 7 for more information on Windows.

				[image: technicalstuff.eps] If you’re daring, you can consider another operating system for your laptop, such as Linux. Installing that operating system is something you may need to do yourself, which is technical and potentially frustrating. If you really want to use Linux on your laptop, either buy the laptop with Linux preinstalled or have one of your Linux nerd friends do the installation for you — and reward that person handsomely so that they will be available to you in the future when you need help.

				Other software

				Laptop computers run the same software as desktop computers. Most major computer applications, such as Microsoft Office, are commonly used on laptops and might even come preinstalled. Just about everything you can run on a desktop PC runs on a laptop.

				Laptops are okay for playing simple computer games, but most laptops lack the graphics horsepower to run high-end computer games, like Call of Duty or Crysis.

				If you plan to run graphics editing programs, get a laptop with a high-end video card, larger display, and lots of memory.

				If you plan to edit video on your laptop, you need the maximum amount of hard drive storage you can get; videos use a lot of computer storage.

				Also see Chapter 9 for information on installing new programs, as well as removing some of those “free” programs included on a new laptop.

				Laptop Hardware Buying Decisions

				In the balance between computer hardware and software, it’s the software that determines what type and how much hardware you need. After you know what the software needs, choosing the matching hardware is a snap. This section describes some hardware things to consider in a new laptop.

				Important laptop hardware guts

				Beyond weight, size, and battery issues are three core parts of a computer that play a special role in choosing a laptop:

				Processor: Spend the extra money to invest in a fast processor. Doing so extends the useful life of your laptop by ensuring that you can run tomorrow’s software before tomorrow comes, but not before yesterday. You’ll be thankful later.

				Memory: Memory is where the action happens in a computer, where the work gets done. Not having enough memory in your laptop limits its performance. Having enough (or way too much) memory makes Mr. Laptop very happy indeed.

				Mass storage: The laptop’s hard drive is the electronic closet where the laptop stores your stuff. The hard drive must have room for the computer’s operating system, all the software you get and later install, all the data files and junk you collect, plus room (lotsa room) to grow.

				Optical disc: Quite a few laptops don’t have optical drives. That’s because the manufacturer has decided against adding the weight and bulk of the optical drive to the laptop’s physique. That’s okay: External optical drives are available for when you need them.

				The processor is the main chip inside a computer. It’s not the computer’s “brain.” The computer’s brain is the software you run. No, the processor is more like the computer’s muscle.

				Laptop processors are more expensive than their desktop counterparts. That’s because the laptop processors must be designed to use less power and generate less heat. That takes time, so their development cycle is longer; hence, the added cost.

				How do you know how much memory or storage is enough? Easy: Look at the software you want to use. For example, if the software states that it wants 2GB of memory, get a laptop with at least that much memory. If the software requires at least 100GB of disk space, factor that amount into your laptop’s mass storage capacity requirements.

				[image: tip.eps] If you cannot afford a faster processor, get more RAM.

				The things that consume huge amounts of hard drive storage space are graphics image files (such as digital photographs), music or audio files, and video files. If you plan to collect any of these files on your laptop, get a humongous hard drive!

				The laptop of the future will feature a solid state drive (SSD), not a hard drive. For now, hard drives are cheaper, but the SSD will be not only faster but lighter as well.

				I recommend a laptop with at least a 160GB hard drive. A humongous hard drive would be one with over 500GB of capacity.

				[image: remember.eps] By investing in the latest, fastest processor, lots of RAM, and copious amounts of mass storage space now, you’re extending the life of your laptop. That’s a good thing. You want your laptop investment to last for years. Pay more now, and you earn it back down the road, when you’re still using your laptop while others are forced to buy a new one.

				You may not need a recordable optical drive. That’s one place you can save money. If you don’t need to burn discs on the road, all you need is a standard optical drive, which reads both CDs and DVDs.

				Communications choices

				Your laptop computer must have gizmos that quench its communications thirst. This includes several, if not all, of the following gizmos:

				Modem: It’s the traditional telecommunications device, not a broadband or satellite modem. Laptops and Tablet PCs come with a dialup modems, but netbooks do not. Discover how to use the modem in Chapter 16.

				Networking: As with desktops, every laptop comes with a standard networking hole, called an Ethernet port by people who want to win that green pie slice in a game of Trivial Pursuit. General networking information is in Chapter 13.

				Wireless networking: It’s a given that your laptop must come with some type of wireless Ethernet adapter. The current wireless networking standard is 802.11g or 802.11n. You can read more about that topic in Chapter 14.

				The green laptop

				As human beings, it is our duty to be good stewards of the environment. Though everyone’s favorite mom (that would be Mother Earth) doesn’t need a computer, you can be wise about how you spend the planet’s resources when you make your laptop buying decision. I have two issues to discuss: power usage and materials.


				The laptop buzzword jungle

				When you go laptop shopping, you discover a bewildering bazaar of various technical terms and jargon. Most of them are marketing terms, invented by nontechnical types to describe technical things. Here’s a round-up of some laptop technical terms you may encounter during your shopping exercises:

				AMD Mobile Platform: This term describes a slew of technologies developed by AMD for mobile computing. The technologies include the processor and graphics as well as other stuff that’s useful for laptop computing. As with most computer terms, there are suffixes and variations on the AMD Mobile Platform, stuff that makes the nerds glow but would bore you.

				Centrino: Intel uses this term to describe various laptop technology — specifically, stuff designed for a mobile computer that you won’t find in a desktop. The Centrino technology includes a special chipset (or the main circuitry on the laptop’s motherboard), a specifically designed laptop processor, and wireless networking technology. Centrino has various suffixes to describe variations on the technology. Common suffixes include Atom, Duo, Pro, and vPro. The specifics on what the names mean are interesting only to diehard techies.

				GB: The acronym for gigabyte means 1 billion characters of computer storage. A GB is approximately 1,000MB.

				GHz: An acronym for gigahertz, or billions of cycles per second, this speed measurement is used to gauge computer processors. The actual speed, of course, varies, and in mundane tasks it’s often difficult to tell the difference between a processor running at 2.0 GHz versus 2.4 GHz. But that doesn’t stop the manufacturers from boasting about their chips’ speed.

				MB: This term is the acronym for megabyte, or 1 million characters of computer storage. One MB stores about one minute of music or a 3-by-4-inch digital photo of low quality.



				For power usage, laptops have always been ahead of the computer desktop curve when it comes to getting the most from our planet’s energy resources. See Chapter 10 in this book for information on power management.

				Beyond power usage, you can check the greenness of your laptop’s materials: Some laptops are designed from environmentally friendly materials or they don’t contain lead, mercury, or other poisonous materials. Even better, some laptops are designed to be recycled. The only way to know is to check with the manufacturer; they love boasting about such things.

				Service, Support, and Warranty

				The issue of service and support is much more important for a laptop than for a desktop computer. A laptop is a unit. It lacks the components of a desktop. As such, it’s not an item just anyone can fix. Off-the-shelf replacement parts just can’t be found in the Nerd Bin at Fry’s Electronics.

				Determine where your laptop will be repaired. Odds are really good that it won’t be in the back room at the local Mega Price Mart where you purchased the thing. The laptop will probably take a trip through the mail. If that’s not what you want, ensure that you buy an on-site support option when you buy the laptop. (Yes, some manufacturers offer that service.)

				Research how the support for your laptop is offered. Most manufacturers offer phone support. Is it good? Terrible? In your native tongue? Maybe a superior support option is available for an extra price. If you need it, buy it.

				Finally, definitely get a long-term warranty with your laptop. Most manufacturers offer a standard one-year warranty — I recommend at least a three-year warranty. That’s because when the laptop breaks, generally the entire unit must be replaced. That’s not cheap!

				Some manufacturers offer you a replacement laptop while yours is being fixed by way of mail-in service. That’s a bonus.

				A lack of service and support is one reason that some dealers (and large department stores and discount houses) offer laptops at ridiculously cheap prices. Don’t ever expect the employees in such a place to be able to help you, and the guy who cuts meat in the back can’t fix your laptop, either.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Avoid the service contract! It’s not the same thing as a warranty. A service contract is basically a way for your dealer to make even more money from suckers. The extended warranty that I recommend you purchase will cover your laptop just fine and dandy. Don’t get a service contract. It’s a pure waste of money.

				The Final Step: Buying Your Laptop

				When you’re ready to buy your laptop, buy it!

				Don’t sit and wait for a better deal or a lower price. That’s because you can always find a better deal and a lower price. Hardware gets better and better. The price always comes down. Therefore, when you’re ready to buy, take the plunge and buy! Waiting gets you nowhere.

				[image: tip.eps] If possible, pay for your laptop by using a credit card. The law offers far more protection to credit card users than to people who pay by check or — don’t even think about it — cash.

			

		

	
		
			
				Part II

				Introducing Your Laptop

				
				[image: 578292-pp0201.eps]
			

				In this part . . .

				For all its promise, computer technology isn’t yet to the point where your laptop pops out of the box and bounds, happy and cheerful and ready to use, right into your lap. Even if you’ve seen such a thing on a television commercial or secretly dreamed of it, it just isn’t going to happen in real life. That doesn’t mean that the laptop is being rude — it’s just that the laptop-human thing is still a partnership. The laptop has things to do, and you have things to do. Consider this part of the book as that to-do list in addition to a formal introduction to your laptop.

			

			
			
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				The Out-of-the-Box Experience

				In This Chapter

				Freeing the laptop from its box

				Reviewing what to keep and what to throw away

				Setting up your laptop

				Finding a place to put your laptop

				Charging the battery

				After years of using portable computers, I believe I can best sum up the new laptop experience: The computer works best when you first remove it from its shipping box. That episode appears to be a common thread in the new computer episode. What happens after you open the box depends on a lot of things, which is why I wrote this entire chapter about moving a laptop computer out of its box and into your lap.

				Basic Box Unpacking

				There’s no point in my telling you how to open the box your laptop comes in. Odds are pretty good that anyone able to open this book’s covers and read this text has mastered basic box-opening skills. Opening the computer box, however, is more than prying and popping. Specifically, here are some good points to observe as you open that laptop box:

				If you see instructions on how to unpack the box, heed them! I refer specifically to labels like “Open other side” and “Remove first.”

				Be sure to open and free the packing slip if it’s attached to the outside of the box. The slip contains the shipping invoice, which you should look over to confirm that what was shipped is exactly what you ordered. If the packing slip isn’t on the outside of the box, look for it on the inside.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Always open computer equipment boxes with your hands. Never use a box cutter, because you can slice into something important.

				Beware of those big, ugly staples often used to close cardboard boxes. They can go a-flyin’ when you rip things open, poking out eyeballs or just lying in wait on the floor for a bare foot.

				Be sure to look for boxes within boxes. Also be on the lookout for items stuck in the sides or ends of the foam packing material.

				Do not eat the foam packing material. When people say that rice cakes taste like foam packing material, they’re being facetious.

				[image: remember.eps] Don’t fill out any warranty or registration cards until you’re certain that the laptop works.

				Step-by-step unpacking directions

				Laptops, like all computers, come with lots of bits and pieces. Some of that stuff isn’t junk, and you want to keep it for as long as you own the laptop. Other stuff is junk, and you can throw it away. The problem: It’s difficult to determine what’s worth keeping and what to toss. My advice is to keep everything for now. I suggest creating piles for the stuff that comes with the laptop.

				Here’s a handy way to approach this unpacking and pre-setup stage of your laptop’s introduction to your lap:

				 1. Unpack the laptop.

				 Remove the laptop from any plastic bag or shrink-wrap. Don’t worry about opening the laptop’s lid yet (though the temptation may be great). Just set the thing on a table by itself. When you do this, say “There.”

				 2. Find all the various hardware pieces that came with the laptop.

				 Look for the power adapter, power cord, battery, extra batteries (if any), cables, connectors, weird, tiny gizmos that you’ll probably lose eventually, and other mystery junk.

				[image: tip.eps] A handy trend for many manufacturers is to include a “road map” with the laptop. It’s often the first thing you find when you open the box: Unfold the map to see a visual guide to your laptop, including setup directions.

				 3. Make a pile for any optical discs that came with the laptop.

				 Some laptops come with discs; most don’t. The discs may contain programs that are already installed or ready for installation. Some discs might contain device drivers or special software required to run your laptop’s hardware. Plus, you may see an operating system disc or system recovery disc. Those discs are important!

				[image: remember.eps] Netbooks and other laptops that lack an optical drive probably won’t come with optical discs. (If they do, consider it a big plus.)

				 4. Make a pile for all the paperwork.

				 There are four categories of paperwork: manuals, warranties, special offers, and weird pieces of paper, the importance of which cannot be determined.

				 5. Place all packing material back into the box.

				 This material includes plastic bags, twist-ties from the cables, and those silica pouches they tell you not to eat (probably because the stuff inside would give you superhuman powers).

				Later, after your laptop is all set up and you’re starting to become familiar with it, you can further organize the detritus from the box. As you work, you need to keep various items with the laptop at all times — for example, the power cord, extra batteries, and other objects, depending on how you use the laptop. You need a place, such as a laptop case, for those items.

				Other stuff that came with your laptop you might want to keep for as long as you own the laptop, such as the discs and any manuals. Those things don’t need to stay with the laptop all the time, so setting them in a drawer or on a shelf is okay.

				Only after using the laptop for a while should you consider throwing some stuff away, such as the special-offer cards you don’t use. Often times, you can just toss those things in the laptop box. See the next section to find out what to do with the box.

				If the laptop came with a how-to manual, consider yourself lucky. Most laptops don’t come with any how-to material whatsoever.

				Sometimes, the only manuals that come with the laptop are directories listing the locations where you can get it fixed. Sometimes that material is in English.

				Software discs are included even though the software may already be installed on the laptop. Don’t toss away the discs! They were given to you so that you can reinstall the software if you need to.

				See Chapter 20 for information on finding the best laptop case. Even though your laptop may have come with a genuine imitation-leatherette case, you want to see what else is out there.

				[image: tip.eps] I have a shelf in my office where I keep containers for each computer I own. The container holds all the stuff included with the computer that I want to keep: spare parts and the manuals and other documentation. I suggest that you have a similar shelf or location for a container or special box for your laptop’s extra stuff.

				“How long should I keep the box?”

				I recommend keeping the box and the packing material for as long as you own the laptop. That way, if you need to ship the laptop to a repair center or return it to the dealer, you have the original box.

				When the laptop dies, you can then bury it in its original box, throwing them both out at the same time or using them for recycling purposes.

				Many dealers and repair centers don’t accept a laptop unless it’s packed in its original box.

				You might actually have two boxes: The laptop box and the shipping box that the laptop box came in. Feel free to toss out or recycle the shipping box.

				If you don’t have the original box, you can order another one — but why pay for that when you can just save the original?

				[image: remember.eps] Where possible, either recycle your old laptop or dispose of it properly, per the recycling or waste disposal guidelines in your community. Rarely should you just throw out a laptop in the trash.

				No, you don’t need to pack the laptop in a box when you take it on the road; slipping the laptop into a briefcase or any quality carrying case is fine for that purpose. You need the boxes only if you plan to mail or ship the laptop.

				When to send in the warranty

				Wait a week to ensure that the laptop works and that you have everything you ordered. When you’re satisfied, fill out and send in the warranty card. Or, as is popular today, fill out the warranty or registration (or both) online. Often, doing so is part of the setup process you complete when you first turn on the laptop. (See the next section.)

				Often times, when you order a computer directly from the manufacturer, you don’t need to fill in and return a warranty card.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] In some cases, filling out and returning the warranty card sets the start date for the warranty period. Otherwise, the warranty may start on the day the laptop was manufactured, which could have been three months ago! Read the card to be sure.

				Set Up Your Laptop

				All laptops have a generic look to them. At first glance, you might even say that all laptops look alike. Even so, they have some subtle differences. Anyone who replaces an older laptop with a newer model probably recognizes instantly that the power button isn’t in exactly the same place. The optical drive may be on the right, left, or front of the laptop — or not even there!

				When your laptop has come with specific setup directions, follow them. If not, or in addition to those directions, follow the information in this section to get your laptop all setup and ready for use.

				Find a place for the laptop

				Yes, you can put the laptop in your lap. But what happens to your lap when you stand up?

				Ah-ha!

				Unlike a desktop PC, a laptop can go anywhere or be put anywhere. No wonder they’re popular! With a fully charged battery, your laptop has a home wherever you are. Beyond that, you can place your laptop anywhere you like: on the kitchen table, the coffee table, a real desk, or a computer desk or in bed with you.

				Here are some general laptop-location tips:

				Use the laptop on a flat, steady surface.

				Yep: Your lap is not a flat, steady surface. It’s okay for short spells, but otherwise I recommend that you find something more stable.

				[image: tip.eps] The flat surface is a must: The laptop has air vents to help keep it cool. Setting the laptop on a pillow or other nonflat surface makes the laptop run hotter than it should.

				Keep the laptop away from the sun, if possible. Heat isn’t good for any computer, and you can’t see the screen in direct sunlight (or else you’ll waste battery power turning up the screen brightness level).

				Likewise, use your laptop in a well-ventilated area. Don’t cover the laptop while it’s on.

				Keep Mr. Laptop away from, or out of spilling range of, any drinks or food you might be consuming.

				If possible, try to find a place to plug in the laptop while you use it.

				Have a place to store your laptop when it’s not in use: in a drawer or on a shelf. Keeping it in the same place means that you can always find it when you need it.

				[image: warning_bomb.eps] Although you can use the laptop anywhere, be aware of ergonomics! For example, when you’re using the laptop on a coffee table, if you start to feel a pain in your back from hunching over, stop! Find a better, more comfortable place to work.

				Charge the battery!

				Your laptop’s battery may or may not be charged when you first get it. Therefore, one of the first things you need to do after finding a place for the laptop is to install and charge the battery.

				If necessary, insert the battery into the laptop. Plug in or attach the battery per the directions that came with the laptop or, quite handily, etched into the bottom of the laptop case.

				After installing the battery, plug in the laptop, as illustrated in Figure 3-1.

				
					Figure 3-1: Plugging in your laptop.

				

				[image: 578292-fg0301.eps]

				Attach the power cord to the laptop’s back or side: The power cord connector may be color-coded yellow; the yellow hole is where the power cord plugs in.

				Attach the power cord to the power brick, if necessary. Plug the power brick into the wall. Note that the power brick may also contain the plug that connects directly to the wall.

				That’s it. The laptop’s battery is now charging. Yes, the battery charges even when the laptop’s power is off.

				Each laptop has a different method for inserting, installing, or attaching the battery. Clues can be found on the laptop’s case or on the battery itself. You might even find an instruction sheet, but don’t count on it.

				It usually takes a few hours to charge a laptop’s battery. The length of time depends on the type of battery and power management hardware and on whether you’re using the laptop at the time. The good news is that you can start using your laptop right away — just keep it plugged in so that the battery can charge.

				Refer to Chapter 10 for more information on using the laptop’s battery and power-management system.

				“Should I plug the laptop into a UPS?”

				I advise my desktop computer readers in PCs For Dummies to consider investing in an uninterruptible power supply, or a UPS — specifically, one with both surge and spike protection. This device serves to protect the computer from nasty things that can come through the power lines as well as to provide emergency power if the electricity goes bye-bye.

				A UPS for a laptop is unnecessary. The main reason is that your laptop already has a battery for backup power. If you’re running your laptop from an electrical outlet and the electricity goes off (or some doofus unplugs it), the laptop quickly and happily switches its power source over to the internal battery. Nothing is lost!

				Although you don’t need a UPS for your laptop, I still highly recommend plugging your portable ’puter into a power strip with surge protection and line filtering. Such a gizmo helps keep the power your laptop uses clean and steady.

				Generally speaking, if a lightning storm is nearby, don’t plug your laptop (power, network, or phone cord) into the wall unless you’re using a spike protection filter. If not, just run the laptop from its battery until the storm passes.

				What to Do Next

				My guess is that after setting up your laptop, you’ll want to turn it on and see how it works. That’s understandable, but it’s a separate task from unpacking the laptop, so I put that information in Chapter 4. Here are some other spots in the book you should consider visiting to help start out your laptop journey on the proper foot:

				You can also find information in Chapter 4 about turning off the laptop. Turning it off can be an interesting adventure, especially if you’ve never used a battery-powered computer.

				Chapter 6 helps you overview the various parts of your laptop.

				For a Tablet PC, check Chapter 8 to review the special tablet features.

				Power management on a portable computer is a big deal, so consider putting Chapter 10 on your homework reading list.

				Whether you’re new to the concept of wireless networking or just eager to set things up, visit Chapter 12. There you find a rundown of the basic wireless networking ordeal for a laptop computer.

				Before taking your laptop on the road, read Chapter 18, which covers a few nifty things you might want to consider before you venture out into the cold, cruel world with your new computer companion.
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