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Preface

Why Am | Annoyed?

Imagine a windowless room in a nondescript office building. Inoffensive tan
carpet lines the floors, fluorescent lights hum softly overhead, and 20 seated
Microsoft employees flank a rectangular folding table in the center of the
room. On the table rests a Windows PC, and at its helm, a slack-jawed
cipher punches blindly at the controls in a vain attempt to carry out a task
requested by the team leader.

“OK, here’s the next exercise: find a picture of a badger on the Internet and
print it out on that printer there,” says the leader.

The observers—members of Microsoft’s Usability Research Group—dili-
gently note each click, keypress, and hesitation, hoping they’ll learn the
answer to the industry’s big secret: why do so many people find computers
difficult to use?

Over the years, Microsoft has uncovered many startling facts about PC users
with this system, and the software has been changed accordingly. For
instance, people new to computers apparently have a hard time with the
concept of overlapping windows. (Did I say “startling”? I meant “idiotic.”)
So, Microsoft spent six years designing a “Glass” interface for Windows
Vista with translucent borders that sort of show stuff underneath. Of course,
most people new to PCs figure out the concept of stacking windows after
about 10 minutes of fiddling, so is this actually a solution to a genuine
usability problem, or just glitzy eye candy included to give those still using
XP a compelling reason to upgrade?

Here’s another one: lots of people seem to get lost searching through long
menus for the tools they need, so once again, Microsoft snapped into
action. The team’s first attempt was “personalized menus”—a feature
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found in earlier versions of Windows (including XP) and Microsoft Office—
which caused about half the items in a menu to vanish so nobody could find
them. In Windows Vista, Microsoft took a different tack and removed the
menus altogether. The good news is that you’ll no longer get lost looking
through menus. Of course, you won'’t be able to find anything, either.

Or take the fact that, for years, people have been complaining about the
time it takes to load Windows. Rather than making the operating system
leaner and cleaner so that it starts faster, Microsoft’s designers have contin-
ued to add features and complexity to the software, which results in longer
load times. The solution? Replace the Shut Down button in the Start menu
with a Sleep button, so once Windows starts, it’ll stay loaded in memory
even when you shut it off. Thereafter, it’ll take only a few seconds to get
your desktop back.

Truth be told, features like Sleep have been around for years, but they’ve
always sat on the sidelines, waiting for inquisitive people to discover them.
But thanks to Vista, Sleep is now the main dish, which means Windows
should start much faster now—whether you’re the inquisitive type or not—
and this should make a lot of people happy. The downside, of course, is that
it takes a constant supply of electricity to keep Windows loaded in memory,
causing your PC to suck power 24 hours a day, 7 days a week...even when
you’re not using it. This means shorter-lasting laptop batteries, higher elec-
tricity bills, and more pollution from the power plants that now have to
power millions of sleeping Vista PCs.

What most people don’t know is that Sleep is actually a hybrid of the old
Standby and Hibernate power-saving modes, which means you can now
completely power off your PC and still get it to load quickly. Once again,
only the inquisitive—you, presumably—will be in the know, leaving the
masses to leave their PCs on all night.

Probably the most substantive change in Vista’s interface is the prominence
of the Search tool. Rather than being a separate window, it’s now perma-
nently lodged in the Start menu and at the top of every Explorer window.
What’s more, Windows now invisibly indexes most of your data, making
search results more or less instantaneous (a feat possible in earlier versions
of Windows only with free add-on desktop search software).

Unfortunately, that speed comes at a cost—namely, that your searches may
be out-of-date or incomplete, and you won’t even know it. In some cases,
you can search a folder full of JPEG images for *.jpg and get absolutely
nothing, or worse, a partial listing with no warning that it may be incom-
plete. And when you do get the search results you want, there’s no telling
whether or not your favorite Details columns will be present since Vista
seems incapable of saving your preferences from one session to the next.
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In short, the new Search feature shows promise, but its competence is lim-
ited by a company that values marketable features over usable ones.

Hundreds of design decisions are made this way. Take content protection,
Vista’s copy-protection initiative for so-called “premium content” like high-
definition movies from Blu-Ray and HD DVD discs. According to
Microsoft’s standards, software and hardware manufacturers are supposed
to disable “premium content” across all interfaces that don’t provide copy
protection. One such interface is the S/PDIF digital audio port—usually in
the form of a TOSlink optical plug—that comes on most high-end audio
cards. Since S/PDIF doesn’t support copy protection—meaning that you
could theoretically plug it into another PC and rip the soundtrack off an HD
movie— Vista requires that your TOSlink plug be disabled whenever you
play back that HD movie on your PC. As a result, you’ll only be able to use
your analog audio outputs when watching HD content, and that expensive
sound card you just bought is now trash. Why would Microsoft hobble an
important feature? For you, the consumer? Of course not. Vista’s content-
protection feature is intended to appease piracy-wary movie studios, so
Microsoft won’t be left behind as the home theater industry finds new ways
to rake in cash. And ironically, Microsoft boasts “content protection” as a
feature of Vista.

Would Microsoft be making decisions like these if it had to compete fairly
for your business? After Europe’s second-highest court upheld a ruling that
Microsoft had abused its market power and stifled innovation, Neelie Kroes,
the European Union competition commissioner, stated that “the court has
confirmed the commission’s view that consumers are suffering at the hands
of Microsoft.”

So that leaves us lowly Vista users with a choice: do we continue to suffer
with Windows’ shortcomings, or take matters into our own hands?

Of Bugs and Features

The point of this book is to help you solve problems. Sometimes those prob-
lems are the result of bad design, such as the aforementioned shortcomings
of Vista’s search tool, and sometimes the problems are caused by bugs.

Take the Blue Screen of Death, a Windows mainstay for more than a decade.
Yes, it’s still alive and well in Vista, but now it has a cousin: the Green Rib-
bon of Death. As explained in Chapter 6, the Green Ribbon of Death—
capable of bringing Windows Explorer to its knees—comes from a combi-
nation of poor design and bugs in its code. And thus the reason for distin-
guishing where an annoyance becomes clear: you need to know what you’re
dealing with in order to fix it.
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The User Account Control (UAC) feature in Windows Vista is a perfect
example of a feature gone awry. Most of the time, UAC does precisely what it
was designed to do—prevent programs from doing harm to your PC, occa-
sionally asking your permission when it deems it appropriate to do so—but
the result is a system that frequently bothers you with UAC prompts, while
intermittently breaking your applications without telling you why. Because
this behavior isn’t caused by a bug per se, fixing the problem is instead just a
matter of customizing the system so that it suits your needs.

This inevitably leads to an important conclusion: one person’s annoyance is
another’s feature. Although Microsoft may be motivated more by profit than
excellence, often leading to products designed for the lowest common
denominator, you’re not bound to that fate. In other words, you should not
be required to adjust the way you think in order to complete a task on your
computer; rather, you should learn how to adjust the computer to work in a
way that makes sense to you.

But I prattle on. Feel free to dive in to any part of the book and start elimi-
nating annoyances.

How To Use This Book

Windows Vista Annoyances is not documentation; you can get that any-
where. Rather, it’s a unique and thorough collection of solutions, hacks, and
time-saving tips to help you get the most from your PC.

Most topics begin by describing the problem, annoyance, or task at hand,
and include something you don’t often find in technical references: why
you’d want to complete the particular solution (and sometimes, why you
wouldn’t). Of course, if you’re in a hurry, you can always skip ahead to the
actual solution, easily identifiable by subheadings and numbered steps.

Although you certainly don’t need to read the chapters in order, the solu-
tions and chapters are arranged so that you can progress easily from one
topic to the next, expanding your knowledge and experience as you go. You
should be able to jump to any topic as you need it, but if you find that you
don’t have the proficiency required by a particular solution, such as familiar-
ity with the Registry, you can always jump to the appropriate section
(Chapter 3, in the case of the Registry).

There are nine chapters and two appendixes, as follows:

xi | Preface



Chapter 1, Get Started with Windows Vista. Get the low-down on what’s
special about Vista, as well as what’s annoying. Learn how to install (or
reinstall) the operating system in a variety of scenarios.

Chapter 2, Shell Tweaks. Customize Windows Explorer, the desktop, the
Start menu, and the Search tool to be less annoying and more useful.
Then, learn a host of file management tricks to help you work with your
stuff more effectively.

Chapter 3, The Registry. Dive inside Windows’ giant database of settings
and system configuration data, and learn about the various tools you
can use to explore, hack, and manage this valuable resource.

Chapter 4, Working with Media. Improve your experience with videos,
pictures, and music in Vista, and solve problems with CDs and DVDs.

Chapter 5, Performance. Speed up your PC and get it to work better. Get
the new Glass interface working, and take care of your hard disk.

Chapter 6, Troubleshooting. Learn what to do when Windows won’t start,
when applications crash, and when Windows can’t set up your new
hardware. Deal with the Blue Screen of Death, fix the Green Ribbon of
Death, and prevent data loss by backing up your PC.

Chapter 7, Networking and Internet. Get your local network up and run-
ning, get your wireless working (safely), and connect to the Internet.
Once you've connected, close all of Vista’s backdoors, and then
improve your experience with the Web and email.

Chapter 8, Users and Security. Protect your privacy and your data with
permissions, encryptions, and user account management. Tame the
User Account Control (UAC) prompt, customize your login, and share
your files and printers with others on your network.

Chapter 9, Scripting and Automation. Automate Vista with scripts, Com-
mand Prompt Batch files, Task Scheduler, and the new Windows
PowerShell. Explore the good ol’ DOS commands still used in the
Command Prompt, not to mention the times when Windows won’t boot.

Appendix A, BIOS Settings. This is a brief glossary of the often-neglected
motherboard settings that can significantly affect the stability and per-
formance of your PC.

Appendix B, TCP/IP Ports. Look up common network port numbers, used
to identify data travelling on a network (or over the Internet), and essen-
tial for configuring and securing your network.
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Conventions Used in This Book

The following typographical conventions are used in this book:

Constant width

Indicates text you’re supposed to type, output from a command-line
program, code examples, Registry keys, and paths to Registry keys.

Constant width italic

Indicates user-defined elements within constant-width text (such as file-
names or command-line parameters). For example, Chapter 8 discusses
a file encryption utility, cipher.exe, which has a variety of command-line
options. A particular solution might instruct you to type:
cipher /r:filename

The italicized portion of this code, filename, signifies the element you’ll
need to replace with whatever is applicable to your system or needs. The
rest—the non-italicized portion—should be typed exactly as shown.

Bold

Identifies captions, menus, buttons, checkboxes, tabs, keyboard keys,
drop-down lists and list options, and other interface elements. Bolding
interface elements makes it easy to distinguish them from the rest of the
text. For example, you may wish to turn off the Force Windows to
crash option.

Window/dialog titles are typically not bolded, but some objects (such as
Control Panel contents) can appear as icons or menu items, and there-
fore typically appear bolded.

Italic

Introduces new terms, indicates web site URLs, and sets apart file and
folder names.

Italic is also used to highlight chapter titles and, in some instances, to
visually separate the topic of a list entry.

{Curly braces}

Denote user-defined elements in paths or filenames, e.g., C:\Users\
{username\AppData\Roaming\Microsoft\Windows\Start Menu.

“Quotation marks”

Are used sparingly in this book, and are typically used to set apart topic
headings and emphasize new concepts. Note that if you see quotation
marks around something you’re supposed to type, you should type the
quotation marks as well (unless otherwise specified).

xviii
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Path Notation
Occasionally, the following shorthand path notation is used to show
you how to reach a given user-interface element or option. The path
notation is always presented relative to a well-known location. For
example, the following path:

Control Panel » Date and Time — Internet Time tab
means “Open Control Panel, then open Date and Time, and then

choose the Internet Time tab.”

Keyboard shortcuts
When keyboard shortcuts are shown, a hyphen (such as Ctrl-Alt-Del)
or a plus sign (Winkey+R) means that you should press the keys
simultaneously.

W
MG
N

This is an example of a tip, often used to highlight a particu-

s larly useful hint or time-saving shortcut. Tips often point to
& - - .

113 related information elsewhere in the book.

This is an example of a warning, which alerts you to a poten-
tial pitfall of the solution or application being discussed.
Warnings can also refer to a procedure that might be danger-
ous if not carried out in a specific way.

Request for Comments

Please address comments and questions concerning this book to the publisher:

O’Reilly Media, Inc.

1005 Gravenstein Highway North

Sebastopol, CA 95472

800-998-9938 (in the United States or Canada)
707-829-0515 (international/local)
707-829-0104 (fax)

You can also send messages electronically. To be put on the mailing list or
request a catalog, send email to:

elists@oreilly.com
To comment or ask technical questions about this book, send email to:

bookquestions@oreilly.com
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The O’Reilly web site has a section devoted especially to this book, on
which can be found errata, sample chapters, reader reviews, and related
information:

http://www.oreilly.com/catalog/9780596527624/

For software mentioned in this book, as well as additional tips, online dis-
cussion forums, and Windows news, visit:

http://'www.annoyances.org/

For more information about books, conferences, software, Resource Cen-
ters, and the O’Reilly Network, see the O’Reilly web site at:

http://www.oreilly.com/

Safari® Books Online

..« When you see a Safari® Books Online icon on the cover of
Safa IFl.  your favorite technology book, it means the book is available
et online through the O’Reilly Network Safari Bookshelf.

Safari offers a solution that’s better than e-books. It’s a virtual library that
lets you easily search thousands of top technical books, cut and paste code
samples, download chapters, and find quick answers when you need the
most accurate, current information. Try it for free at http://safari.oreilly.com.
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CHAPTER 1
Get Started with Windows Vista

Windows Vista is like a papaya: sleek on the outside, but a big mess on the
inside.

Love it or hate it, Vista is what Microsoft is serving up right now. Whether it
goes down smoothly or gives you heartburn is up to you.

On the plus side, Vista gives you a new, faster Search tool; the shiny, trans-
lucent “Glass” interface; and a revamped Windows Explorer. It’s also the
first version of Windows where you can get Tablet PC and Media Center in
the same package, which means you can use it to build a DVR (Digital Video
Recorder) without a keyboard. And Vista handles videos and pictures much
better than earlier versions of Windows, with improved thumbnail and
metadata support built right into Windows Explorer.

As for the minuses, Vista seems intolerably slow compared with its prede-
cessors, and its reliability leaves something to be desired. The Green Ribbon
of Death is an everyday occurrence, bringing down Windows Explorer if you
so much as bat your eyes at it. And the horrendously annoying User Access
Control (UAC) prompt forces you to endure repeated prompts for even the
most mundane tasks in Control Panel.

Fortunately, you can deal with most of the minuses. For instance, to tame
UAC, see Chapter 8. Or, to fix the Green Ribbon of Death (or the Blue
Screen of Death for that matter), see Chapter 6. And to make Vista run
faster, check out Chapter 5. But if you want to take stock of what you have
and install the operating system on your PC, then Chapter 1 is for you.

Editions of Vista

Internally, Windows Vista refers to itself as Windows 6.0. When held up
against Windows 2000 (Windows 5.0) or XP (5.1), that means nothing more
than the fact that Microsoft considers Vista to be a major milestone, and the




basis for its operating systems for the next few years at least. (It’s been seven
years since Windows 2000.)

Windows Vista is available in several different editions, each of which is sup-
posedly intended for a different market. They’re all the same version—effec-
tively, the same software—differing only in the toys included in the box.

The top of the line is the Ultimate edition, available at more than twice the
cost of the baseline Home Basic edition. The Home Premium and Business
editions include most of the extras found in Ultimate, but at a cost only
slightly higher than Home Basic. On the fringe, you’ll find the Starter and
Enterprise editions, as well as Windows Home Server. See the “What Does 64-
Bit Vista Get Me?” sidebar, next, for details on the 64-bit versions of Vista.

What Does 64-Bit Vista Get Me?

More bits gets you access to more memory. The processor inside your PC
communicates with your system memory (RAM) with numeric addressing.
Thus the maximum amount of memory a 32-bit processor can address is 232
bytes, or 4 gigabytes. Newer 64-bit processors—not to mention the 64-bit
operating systems that run on them—can address 2°* bytes of memory, or
17,179,869,184 gigabytes (16 exabytes) of RAM.

(17 million gigabytes may sound like a lot of space now, but it won’t be long
before you’ll be taking baby pictures with an 8-gigapixel digital camera.)

Windows NT, released in 1993, was Microsoft’s first fully 32-bit operating
system. But it took eight years before the platform, which had since evolved
into Windows 2000 and then XP, became mainstream. (For those keeping
track, Windows 9x doesn’t count because it was a hybrid OS that ran 32-bit
applications on a 16-bit DOS foundation, which was one of the reasons it was
so unstable.) 64-bit Windows became a reality in XP, but Vista is Microsoft’s
first serious attempt to make 64-bit computing mainstream. But the question
is, how mainstream is it?

While 64-bit Vista can run most 32-bit applications without a problem, it’s
not compatible with 32-bit hardware drivers or 32-bit utilities like Windows
Explorer extensions (e.g., context menu add-ons). This means that you need
a native 64-bit driver for every device on your PC. And since 64-bit Vista
won’t load unsigned drivers (see Chapter 6), finding support for all your hard-
ware may be a bit of a challenge, at least presently. Since most Vista installa-
tions are still 32-bit, most manufacturers aren’t bothering to compile, test,
and support 64-bit drivers and software.

—continued—
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Now, 64-bit software running on 64-bit Windows has been known to run as
much as 10% faster, which illustrates the other reason—aside from memory
addressing—that people find 64-bit Vista alluring. Just be prepared for lacklus-
ter industry support, at least for the next few years until Microsoft releases a 64-
bit-only OS.

It should also be noted that, at the time of this writing, most 64-bit antivirus
programs running on 64-bit Vista performed very poorly compared with their
32-bit counterparts. Of course, there aren’t a lot of 64-bit viruses out there
right now, but that doesn’t mean a 32-bit virus can’t do some harm.
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All editions of Vista (except Starter) are available in both the 32-bit or 64-bit
varieties; the retail Ultimate edition even includes both 32-bit and 64-bit DVDs
right in the box. If you have 32-bit Vista (other than Ultimate), you can get
the 64-bit version of your edition (http://www.microsoft.com/windowsvista/
1033/ordermedia/), and assuming your license key checks out, you only pay
shipping. But beware: once you “convert” your key to work with the 64-bit
version, you won’t be able to use it to reinstall the 32-bit version, should you
decide to go back.

Regardless, all of the solutions in this book apply to both the 32-bit and 64-
bit versions of Windows Vista unless otherwise noted.

The differences among the editions are outlined in Table 1-1. See the next
section for ways you can make up the difference if you’re not using the Ulti-
mate edition.

Table 1-1. What you get (and what you don’t) with the various editions of Windows
Vista

Home Home Business  Enterprise  Ultimate

Basic Premium
Aero Glass interface v v v v
Back Up Files wizard v v v v v
Backup scheduler v v v v
Complete PC Backup and Restore v v v
Dual processor support v v v
Encryption — BitLocker drive encryption v v
Encryption — file and folder encryption (EFS) v v v
Fax and Scan v v v
Group Policy Editor (gpedit.msc) v v v
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Table 1-1. What you get (and what you don’t) with the various editions of Windows

Vista (continued)

IS (Internet Information Services) 7.0
Web server

Join a corporate network domain

Local Security Policy Editor (secpol.msc)

Local Users and Groups Manager (lusrmgr.msc)
Multi-Lingual User Interface

Offline files and folders (sync with network
folders)

Premium games (InkBall, Mahjong Titans,
Chess Titans)

Remote Desktop

Shadow Copies

Subsystem for UNIX-based Applications (SUA)
System Memory supported (64-bit only)

Tablet PC extras (Handwriting recognition,
pen flicks, Windows Touch technology)

Windows DVD Maker

Windows Media Center

Windows Meeting Space

Windows Movie Maker high definition support
Windows SideShow support

Windows Ultimate Extras

Home
Basic

8GB

Join only
SD only

Home
Premium

v

16 GB
v

v
v
v
HD+SD
v

Business

v

4
v

128 GB
v

v
SD only
v

Enterprise

v

NSNS NS

v
v
4
128 GB
v

v
SD only
v

Ultimate

v

AN NN

N

v
v
v
128 GB
v

v
v
v
HD+SD
v
v

More Than This

Got Vista envy? Are you using the Home Basic, Home Premium, or Busi-
ness editions, and wish you could have the benefits of Ultimate? Here are
the big-ticket differences among the editions, and, when applicable, how to
get the extra features at little or no extra cost:

Aero Glass

The translucent “Glass” interface is available on every edition except
Home Basic, although Vista’s basic Aero interface (without transpar-
ency effects) is available on all editions. See “Get Glass,” in Chapter 5,
for alternatives for Home Basic.
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Backup and Restore Center
See “Preventive Maintenance and Data Recovery,” in Chapter 6, for
details on Windows’ various versions of its backup software, as well as
free alternatives.

BitLocker Drive Encryption
BitLocker, included only with the Ultimate and Enterprise editions, is a
method by which you can encrypt an entire drive, as opposed to the more
basic folder and file-level encryption features included in the Business,
Enterprise, and Ultimate editions. Freeware alternatives include FreeOTFE
(http://'www.freeotfe.org/) and TrueCrypt (http://www.truecrypt.org/). See
Chapter 8 for the skinny on encryption.

Group Policy Object Editor
Several solutions in this book use the Group Policy Object Editor
(gpedit.msc) to change a few esoteric settings, but this tool isn’t included
in the Home Basic or Home Premium editions. If the gpedit.msc file isn’t
on your system, you can access most of these settings with Vista’s net
command-line tool (provided you open the Command Prompt in
administrator mode), as explained in Chapter 8.

Local Security Policy
The Local Security Policy tool (secpol.msc) provides access to advanced
settings, the useful ones relating mostly to Vista’s UAC feature; see
“Control User Account Control,” in Chapter 8, for details.

Local Users and Groups
The Local Users and Groups tool (lusrmgr.msc) duplicates some user
account management features found elsewhere in Windows, and offers
a few extras. See “Log In As the Administrator,” in Chapter 8, for a
workaround if you don’t have this tool.

Media Center
See Chapter 4 for free alternatives to the Media Center application
included with the Home Premium and Ultimate editions.

Remote Desktop
TightVNC, a freeware remote control application, works with any ver-
sion of Windows, or for that matter, Mac OS X, Linux, and even Apple’s
iPhone. See “Control Your PC Remotely,” in Chapter 7, for details.

Shadow Copies
Vista’s Previous Versions tool, which can be used to automatically back up
files you’re working on, makes use of the Shadow Copies feature in the
Business, Enterprise, and Ultimate editions. See Chapter 6 for alternatives.

Editionsof Vista | 5
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Tablet PC

You can use a tablet with any edition of Vista, as long as its manufac-
turer provides a native Vista driver. But the Tablet PC subsystem, which
adds handwriting recognition and a few other gimmicks like gestures,
isn’t available in Home Basic. If you want handwriting in Home Basic,
you may be able to use the “Microsoft Windows XP Tablet PC Edition
2005 Recognizer Pack”; just go to http://search.microsoft.com/ and
search for TRPSetup.exe.

Windows Movie Maker
You can download Windows Movie Maker for all editions of Vista; just
go to http://search.microsoft.com/ and search for MM26_ENU.ms1.

Install Windows Vista

Installing an operating system is not among the 10 “must have” experiences
in your life. Rather, it can be a slow, agonizing process, and can be uncere-
moniously aborted for a variety of reasons.

Depending on your hardware, just booting up the setup disc can be a head-
ache. You then must sit and wait...and wait...for Windows to copy some
2,000 files to your hard disk and then go through the excruciating process of
“configuring” your computer. When it finally boots—assuming it even
makes it this far—you then have the unenviable task of having to download
and install more than a hundred megabytes’ worth of updates and fixes. And
when all is said and done, you still will need to go through and turn off all of
the annoying “features” littered throughout the interface and then fix the
myriad of problems that are sure to pop up.

But the worst part is the feeling you can’t shake: that you chose to install
Windows Vista on your machine, and now you’ve got to live with it. (Of
course, this may not apply to you if you got Vista preinstalled on a new PC,
at least not yet....)

Both the steps to begin the installation procedure and the procedure itself
can vary, depending on what’s already installed on your system (if any-
thing) and how you choose to approach the task. If you’re installing over an
older version of Windows, use Table 1-2 to cross-reference the old version
with the edition of Vista you’re installing and determine whether or not
upgrading is an option.

6 | Chapter1: GetStarted with Windows Vista


http://search.microsoft.com/
http://search.microsoft.com/

Table 1-2. Vista upgrade compatibility chart; a checkmark (V') means you can upgrade
from within the older version, no checkmark means you need to perform a clean install

Vista Vista Vista Vista

Home Basic Home Premium  Business Ultimate
Windows XP Professional v v
Windows XP Home v v v v
Windows XP Media Center v v
Windows XP Tablet PC v v
Windows XP 64-bit
Windows 2000

Install Vista on a New (Clean) System

Use this method to set up Vista on a brand-new, empty hard disk, or if you
don’t want to upgrade an earlier version of Windows (discussed in the next
section). See the upcoming sidebar, “Reduce Vista’s Footprint,” before you
proceed if you want to customize the installation.

The Windows Vista installation disc is bootable, which means that you can
pop it in your drive, turn on the computer, and the installation process will
start automatically.

If your PC doesn’t boot off your Vista disc, you’ll need to do one of the
following;:

BIOS setup
Enter your BIOS setup utility (discussed in Appendix A), navigate to the
Boot section, and change the boot device priority or boot sequence so
that your DVD drive appears before your hard disk. Save your changes
and exit BIOS setup when you'’re finished.

Boot menu
Alternatively, some PCs provide a “boot menu” that lets you choose the
boot drive on the fly. Look for a message above or below the boot
screen right after you power on your PC; usually, all you do is press the
F12 key (before the beep; don’t dawdle), select your CD/DVD drive
from a list, and hit Enter.

When your PC detects a bootable disc, you’ll usually see this message for
three to four seconds:

Press any key to boot from CD or DVD...

Install Windows Vista | 7
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Reduce Vista’s Footprint

When you install Vista, the setup program basically unpacks a standard
installation from a disc image on the DVD. This is why there are so few ques-
tions asked during setup, no optional components to include, and no way to
exclude the tons of sample media files Vista includes. Sure, once Vista is
installed, you can subsequently go through it and thin out this bloated
behemoth, but wouldn’t it be easier to lighten the load before you install?

Fortunately, there’s vLite, a free utility available at http:/www.vlite.net/,
which lets you customize your Vista installation before you install a single file
to your PC. It requires a functional PC (and a DVD burner) to run, but, of
course, you can always install Vista as-is first, and then wipe your hard disk
clean before you install the vLite version.

Using your original setup disc as a template, vLite walks you through the pro-
cess creating a new, custom disc, allowing you to:

* Integrate available Windows updates, language packs, and hardware
drivers, so you don’t have to install them later (a great time-saver if
you’re setting up more than one PC).

* Remove unwanted components.

» Tweak default settings, like disabling UAC, enabling Hibernation, and
unhiding filename extensions in Windows Explorer.

* Split a DVD disc into CDs so you can install Vista on a PC without a
DVD reader, or consolidate a set of CDs into a DVD-based install to
save time.

* Embed your product key on the disc so you don’t have to type it each
time, or add other features to create an “unattended” installation.

When you’re done, vLite burns your custom installer to a DVD you can use
just like an ordinary Vista disc.

Press a key on the keyboard, and in a few moments, setup should load nor-
mally and display its Welcome screen. On the first screen, click Next to dis-
play the Install Windows screen shown Figure 1-1. From here, click Install
now to proceed.

On the next page, setup asks for your product key, which you can read off
the DVD sleeve or the sticker on your PC case. Mercifully, Microsoft now
allows you to skip this step—Ieave the field blank, click Next, and then
answer No—so you don’t have to waste time fishing around for the sticker
and typing the excruciating 25-digit key. This is a particularly nice time-saver
in the event that setup fails and you have to start over, or if you’re only set-
ting up a temporary Vista installation for software testing or data recovery.
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Window

Install now

What to know before installing Windows

Repair your computer

Figure 1-1. From this page, click “Install now” to begin setup, or “Repair your computer”
to use the repair tools explained in Chapter 6

If you complete setup without typing your key, make sure
you choose the edition of Vista you actually own. If you
choose the wrong edition, you won’t be able to change it
later without reinstalling from scratch. When Vista boots,
it’ll operate in a fully functional “evaluation mode” you can
use normally for 30 days. If you don’t enter a valid product
key for the edition you chose during setup in time—through
the System page in Control Panel—Vista goes into a lock-
down mode. (See the next section, “Install clean with only
an upgrade disc,” for a way to extend this evaluation period.)
So, if this installation ends up being a keeper, don’t put this
step off, lest you risk making the data on your hard disk
more-or-less inaccessible.

A few pages later, you'll be asked “Which type of installation do you
want?,” at which point you can select Upgrade or Custom (advanced). The
Upgrade option is only available if you install Vista from within a previous
version of Windows, as described later in this chapter. So, click Custom
(advanced) to advance to the “Where do you want to install Windows?”
page, and then click the Drive options link to reveal the partition editor
shown in Figure 1-2. See Chapter 5 for more information on partitions and
the tools included with Vista to manage them.

Install Windows Vista | 9
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@ £7 Install Windows ﬁ
Where do you want to install Windows?
| MName | Total Size Free Space | Type
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&* Load Driver fﬁ Extend

Figure 1-2. Click the “Drive options” link to show these drive preparation and partition
editing tools

If the hard disk is clean, and you want to use the entire hard disk for your
Vista installation, just click Next to proceed. Otherwise, use Delete to wipe
out any existing partitions—as well as the data on them (warning: there’s no
undo here)—and New to create new partitions on the drive.

Follow the screens to complete setup. If setup crashes along the way, or
Vista won’t boot after you’re done, see “Potential Problems During Setup,”
later in this chapter.

Install clean with only an upgrade disc

So you thought you’d save a little money by purchasing the “upgrade” ver-
sion of Vista, but now you find yourself in a bit of a jam. Your hard disk
crashed, and without a full backup (see Chapter 6), you need to rebuild your
system. Or perhaps you’ve decided against upgrading XP directly to avoid
passing on six years of accumulated junk to your new operating system.
Either way, you’ve undoubtedly discovered that your upgrade disc won’t
install if it can’t find an eligible Windows installation to upgrade.
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In this scenario, Microsoft suggests that you install XP and then install Vista
over it. Not bloody likely.

Instead, just follow these steps to get a fresh Vista installation from an
upgrade disc:

1.

Use your Vista disc to boot your PC, as described in “Install Vista on a
New (Clean) System.”

2. When setup loads, click Install now and proceed normally.

. When prompted for the product key, leave the field blank, and just click

Next.

. Without the key, setup will ask you which edition of Vista you’d like to

install; make sure you choose the edition you’ve actually purchased.

. When setup is complete, you’ll be operating in the 30-day evaluation

period, but you won’t be able to activate Vista until you enter your
product key.

To enter the product key, open a Command Prompt window in admin-
istrator mode, as explained in “Control User Account Control” in
Chapter 8, and then type this at the prompt:

cscript \windows\system32\slmgr.vbs -ipk xxxxx-xXXXX-XXXXX-XXXXX-XXXXX

where xxxxx-xxxxx-XxXxXxX-XXxxXx-xxxxx is your Vista product key, taken
from the DVD sleeve or the sticker on your PC case. Press Enter to
proceed.

W

If this doesn’t work, you may need to temporarily deactivate
s the UAC feature as described in Chapter 8, and then try

%k again. Then, reactivate UAC when you're done (should you
© so desire).

. Next, activate Vista with this command:

cscript \windows\system32\slmgr.vbs -ato
and press Enter. To verify that activation was successful, type this:

cscript \windows\system32\slmgr.vbs -dlv

. Type exit or close the Command Prompt window when you’re done.

A
s

Using a process known as rearming, you can extend Vista’s
evaluation period up to two or three times, for a total of 120

- . .
oi3; days. Just execute the slmgr.vbs script with the -rearm para-
meter. It will take 15-30 seconds to make the change, at
which point you’ll need to restart Windows.
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Upgrade from a Previous Version

Microsoft suggests that anyone installing Vista on a PC that already has a
recent version of Windows on it should use the Upgrade feature; that is,
boot into the old Windows installation and start Vista setup from within.
There are a few reasons you may want to do this:

Preserve your programs. 1f you upgrade to Vista from within, you won’t
have to reinstall all your applications and their settings. Of course, most
of your programs will need to be updated or eventually reinstalled to
work with Vista, but at least you won’t have to do it all at once.

Preserve your settings. Some of your custom file type associations
(Chapter 3) and Windows Explorer settings (Chapter 2) will be pre-
served during the upgrade, as will most of the settings (custom tool-
bars, etc.) in your installed programs.

Preserve your drive letters. 1f you have more than one hard disk (or more
than one partition), the upgrade process preserves your drive letters.
Sure, you can reassign drive letters at any time, with the exception of the
Windows drive. When you do a “clean” install, setup insists on naming
the Vista drive C:, regardless of the partition you choose during setup
(see Figure 1-2, earlier).

Save time, sort of. It takes a lot less time, at least initially, to upgrade a pre-
vious version than to install Vista “clean” and subsequently install and
set up all your programs. Of course, down the road, you’ll spend a lot
more time troubleshooting your upgraded system than you would a
fresh install. And there’s also the fact that a freshly installed Vista will
easily outperform an upgraded one (more below).

It’s easier. Upgrading is easier, but again, only initially.

As you can see, it’s not all lollipops and rainbows. Here’s why you may want
to install fresh rather than upgrade a previous version:

Time for a little spring cleaning. How long have you been using that previ-
ous version of Windows? If you got XP when it came out, you've
amassed as much as six years of junk—drivers, software, spyware, video
codecs, and countless leftovers from software you don’t even use
anymore—that will continue to bog down Vista once you upgrade. If you
take this opportunity to start anew, you’ll have a leaner, faster PC when
all is said and done, even if it does take more time to set up at the outset.

Be free of old hardware drivers. Even if Vista updates every hardware
driver on your PC during an upgrade installation, pieces of the old driv-
ers and support software—not to mention Registry settings from those
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old versions—will remain on your system and undoubtedly cause head-
aches down the road. Don’t be surprised if you can’t get your sound
card—or any sound card, for that matter—to work on an upgraded
Vista installation.

It’s harder. OK, this may not seem like a selling point for a fresh install, but
why back away from a challenge? It’s not that much harder than
upgrading.

Set up a dual-boot system. You'll need to install fresh if you want to keep
your old Windows installation intact; see “Set Up a Dual-Boot System,”
later in this chapter, for details.

Before upgrading or installing fresh on a hard disk contain-
% ing data, you’d be wise to back up the entire system. But

make sure the backup software you use—not to mention the
backup device—will also operate in Windows Vista so you
can read the media after the install is complete; otherwise,
your backup will be worthless. See Chapter 6 for details on
restoring data from a backup made in an earlier version of
Windows.

So, if you want to proceed to upgrade your old software, just pop in the
Vista disc and start the setup program. See “Install Vista on a New (Clean)
System,” earlier in this chapter, for details on some of the screens you’ll
encounter, and some tips about the product key. Otherwise, the upgrade
pretty much takes care of itself. If setup crashes along the way, or Vista
won’t boot after you’re done, see “Potential Problems During Setup,” later
in this chapter.

Special case: Reinstall Vista

You may find yourself in a position where you’ll need to reinstall Windows
Vista, usually in an effort to solve a nasty problem or to repair a damaged
installation. The procedure you choose depends on the current state of your
computer.

If Vista won’t start, see “What to Do When Windows Won’t Start” in
Chapter 6. In most cases, you’ll need to use your Vista setup disc, but you
won’t need to reinstall.

If you’re able to start Vista and it’s working well enough to reliably access
your DVD drive, but poorly enough that you’re considering reinstalling,
then you’ll need to decide whether to reinstall (“upgrade” as Vista setup
puts it) or install a second copy on your PC.
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An in-place reinstallation is the easiest way to go, and despite the warnings
in the previous section, probably won’t make things any worse. Just pop the
DVD in your drive and follow the prompts. When asked what type of instal-
lation you want, select Upgrade and then follow the prompts.

But if your Vista installation is sufficiently munged, you may choose to install
Vista fresh without harming your existing installation, as described next.

Fresh install on a dirty drive

As opposed to a “clean” drive, a dirty drive in this context is one that already
has data on it. There are times you need to install Vista on a hard disk that
already has a Windows installation, yet you don’t want to perform an in-
place upgrade or set up a dual-boot system.

For instance, if Vista won’t start, and none of the solutions in Chapter 6
help you fix the problem, then you can do what’s called a parallel installa-
tion, which allows you to start your PC and access your data. You may also
want to do this if you have a Windows XP installation you don’t want to
upgrade.

If you have more than one hard disk or partition, you can
install Vista on a drive other than the one currently contain-
1kt ing Windows. See “Set Up a Dual-Boot System,” later in this
* chapter, for details.

To install Vista fresh on a drive with data on it, follow these steps:
1. Insert a Vista disc in your drive and boot off the DVD, as described in
“Install Vista on a New (Clean) System,” earlier in this chapter.

2. When you see the “Install Now” page, click the Repair your computer
link at the bottom to get to the System Recovery Options window
shown in Figure 6-3 (in Chapter 6).

3. From the list, select Command Prompt.

4. When the Command Prompt appears, change to your Windows drive,
usually C:, by typing the drive letter and a colon (c:) and pressing Enter.

5. Rename the Windows folder to windows.old, like this:
ren windows windows.old
6. Rename the Program Files folder to programs.old, like this:
ren "program files" programs.old
7. Type exit or close the Command Prompt when you’re done.
8. Restart your PC and boot onto the Vista setup DVD again.

9. Install Vista onto your Windows drive, as described earlier in this chapter.
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When setup is complete, Vista will boot normally, at which point you’ll be
able to glean old files off of the Windows.old and Programs.old folders as
needed. Eventually, you can delete these relics.

Potential Problems During Setup

The most common cause of a failed installation of Windows Vista is an
out-of-date BIOS. If setup crashes, or if Vista won’t boot after you finish
installing, check with the manufacturer of your system or motherboard for
any BIOS updates, and update your BIOS if needed. Better yet, make sure
you have the latest BIOS before you begin installation, particularly if your
PC is more than a year old.

Another common stumbling block to a successful Windows Vista setup is
your video card (display adapter). If setup stops with an unintelligible error
message, reboots unexpectedly during setup, or just hangs at a blank screen,
your video card may be at fault. Unfortunately, setup will rarely, if ever,
warn you about such an incompatibility before you begin. If replacing the
video card permits Windows Vista to install, then the culprit is obvious.

Next, if you see an error that says something like “failed to open the win-
dows image file,” this is an indictment of your DVD drive. Setup installs
Vista from a single, huge hard-disk image file, and some older drives can’t
handle files larger than 3 gigabytes in size. The solution is to replace the
drive, or, if you’re particularly attached to the drive and you’re not in a
hurry, purchase a copy of Vista setup on a stack of CDs (which Microsoft
calls “alternate media”) and try again.

Lastly, if it’s an older disc, the culprit might be nothing more than a little
dust; wipe the disk against your shirt and try again.

Set Up a Dual-Boot System

With a dual-boot (or multiboot) setup, you can install multiple operating
systems side-by-side on the same computer, and simply choose which one to
use each time you boot. So, why would you want to do this?

Both ends burning

If you rely on some software or hardware that won’t operate in Win-
dows Vista, you can install Vista and the other OS on the same system
simultaneously. And there’s no reason you can’t install Vista alongside
Linux, or even (if you have an Intel-based Mac) alongside Mac OS X.
Or, if you’re using the 64-bit version of Vista, you might need to keep
that old XP installation around so you can run all that 16-bit software
you use every day (16-bit software won’t run on Vista-64).
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Just testing

If you're in the process of upgrading from an earlier version of Win-
dows to Windows Vista, you may wish to test Vista with your existing
software and hardware without having to commit to the new OS until
you’re certain it will meet your needs. Of course, you can also do this with
Microsoft Virtual PC 2007, freely available from http://www.microsoft.com/
virtualpc/. Depending on your timing, you may even be able to down-
load certain versions of Windows preinstalled on a Virtual Hard Disk
that you can run in place on your PC; see http://www.microsoft.com/vhd
for details.

Software testbed

Install two copies of Windows Vista on your system—one for normal
use, and one as a testbed for new software and hardware. That way, you
can try out a potentially buggy product without jeopardizing the main
OS on which you rely. Again, you can also use Virtual PC for this pur-
pose, but it’s just so darn slow....

Backdoor

Got disk space to burn? Install Vista twice, and keep the second installa-
tion around to easily access your data in case your primary installation
fails.

For that matter, you can set up a dual-boot system after a Vista installa-
tion fails, and get to your valuable data without first having to repair
Windows.

Windows Vista comes with built-in support for a dual-boot system. The
dual-boot feature, called the Windows Boot Manager, is installed automati-
cally when you install Vista, whether you set up a dual-boot system or not.
If, at the end of the installation, Windows Vista is the only operating sys-
tem on your computer, it boots automatically without giving you a choice.
Otherwise, you’ll see a menu of installed operating systems, from which you
can choose the OS you wish to use.

To set up a dual-boot system, you’ll need at least two partitions: one for each
operating system. Install the first OS on any drive you like. Then, during
Vista setup, when you see the “Where do you want to install Windows?”
page (Figure 1-2), just select the empty drive, and setup will do the rest.

N!
g
N

&
‘ See Chapter 5 for more information on partitions, including
s a way to divide your current single-partition drive into two

'&" w e . .
o3} partitions without having to reformat.
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In most cases, the boot manager of the most-recently installed operating sys-
tem is the one that will be used for all your operating systems, so the
sequence in which you install your operating systems is very important.
Most of the time, you’ll need to install older operating systems before newer
ones. For instance, on a PC with Windows 98, just install Vista on a differ-
ent drive, and voila: you’ll have a functional dual-boot system.

Some other operating systems, such as FreeBSD and Win-
dows 2000, have boot managers of their own, and can there-
fore be installed either before or after Vista is installed with
little additional fuss. However, those operating systems
without their own boot managers, such as Windows 9x/
Me, will break the Windows Vista boot manager if installed
subsequently.

Modify the Boot Manager configuration

The Windows Boot Manager is responsible for loading Vista, and, option-
ally, booting any other operating systems you may have installed.

The Boot Manager in both Windows XP and 2000 stored its configuration
in a tiny, easily editable file called boot.ini in the root folder of your C: drive,
but in Windows Vista, this file is no longer used. If you install Vista on an XP
system, and then open the boot.ini file left behind, you’ll see this message:
;Warning: Boot.ini is used on Windows XP and earlier operating systems.
;Warning: Use BCDEDIT.exe to modify Windows Vista boot options.
The BCDEdit (bcdedit.exe) tool that comes with Vista is a command-line
tool, and isn’t exactly user-friendly. Open a Command Prompt window (in
administrator mode, as described in Chapter 8), type bcdedit and press
Enter, and you’ll see output that looks something like this:

Windows Boot Manager

identifier {bootmgr}
device partition=C:
description Windows Boot Manager
locale en-US
inherit {globalsettings}
default {default}
displayorder {ntldr}

{default}
toolsdisplayorder {memdiag}
timeout 3

Install Windows Vista | 17
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Windows Legacy OS Loader

identifier {ntldr}

device partition=C:

path \ntldr

description Earlier version of Windows

Windows Boot Loader

identifier {default}

device partition=D:

path \Windows\system32\winload.exe
description Microsoft Windows Vista
locale en-US

inherit {bootloadersettings}

osdevice partition=D:

systemroot \Windows

resumeobject {70c7d34d-b6b4-12db-cc71-d30cdbice261}
nx OptIn

detecthal Yes

What a mess. In short, the first section describes the menu you see when you
first boot; the second section here—Windows Legacy 0S Loader—describes the
older version of Windows (XP); and finally, the third section—Windows Boot
Loader—describes your new Vista installation.

If you type bededit /? at the prompt, you’ll see a bunch of command-line
parameters you can use to add or remove entries, choose a new default (the
OS that’s loaded if you don’t choose one before the timer runs out), or run a
variety of debugging tools.

But if all you want to do is choose a default and maybe change the timeout,
there’s a better tool. Open your Start menu, type msconfig in the Search box
and press Enter to open the System Configuration window, and choose the
Boot tab as shown in Figure 1-3.

Here, the easy options are truly self-evident, and the advanced options are at
least accessible. On the right, you can adjust the Timeout from its default of
30 seconds; type 5 here, and you’ll instantly shave off 25 seconds from your
unattended boot time. (Don’t use a value so small that you won’t have time
to change it, lest you set an inoperable installation as the default and have
no way to get around it.)

To choose the default OS, select it in the list and click Set as default. (See
“Make Your Own Windows Startup Logo,” in Chapter 2, for an example of
when you’d use the No GUI boot option.) When you’re done, click OK, and
then restart Windows to see your new settings.
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Figure 1-3. The Boot tab of the System Configuration tool provides most of the features
of BCDEdit in a much more pleasant interface

Of operating systems and filesystems

When setting up a dual-boot system for day-to-day use, you’ll need to con-
sider the matter of sharing files between your operating systems.

In order to share files between operating systems, both partitions must use
filesystems supported by at least one OS. For instance, if you have a dual-
boot setup with both Windows Vista and Windows 98, you’ll be able to see
both drives while you’re in Vista, but you’ll only be able to see the 98 drive
while 98 is running. (Although Vista can read drives formatted with the
FAT32 filesystem, it can’t be installed on one.) See Chapter 5 for details.

Now, if both your partitions use the NTFS filesystem—which is what you’d
likely get if you set up a dual-boot system with Vista and XP—ryou also may
have ownership problems to contend with. As explained in Chapter 8, every
file and folder on your PC has an “owner,” a user tied to a specific account on
your PC. If, for instance, you create a file in Windows XP and then attempt to
modify it in Vista, you may be denied permission until you “take ownership,”
as explained in “Protect Your Files with Encryption” in Chapter 8.

And in regards to protecting your data, encryption is also effective at pre-
venting an intruder from reading your files by installing a second operating
system on your PC.
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Migration to Windows Vista

Migration is typically a term used by system administrators to describe the
lengthy process of upgrading some or all the computers in an organization
to a new software product, but nearly all of the issues apply to anyone
upgrading to Windows Vista from an earlier version.

As you’ve probably discovered on your own, there are a number of hard-
ware and software products that just won’t work with Vista (particularly if
you’re using the 64-bit version). Some of these products are simply awaiting
driver updates from their respective manufacturers, while others have been
abandoned because their manufacturers don’t want to invest the resources
into supporting retired products.

If you haven’t yet upgraded to Windows Vista, the easiest way to predict
what will work and what won’t is to use the Windows Vista Upgrade Advi-
sor (UA), available at http://www.microsoft.com/vista. Although UA is
unlikely to give you any false positives—wherein it tells you something
works with Vista when in fact it won’t—it will construct a laundry list of
potential problems with which you can follow up on your own. (Unfortu-
nately, UA won’t run on 64-bit XP.)

For instance, UA might bring to your attention that your printer, antivirus
software, backup software, CD burning software, and perhaps your Blue-
tooth adapter are all unsupported on Vista. So, this means you’ll definitely
need new versions of your antivirus and backup software (see Chapter 6)
and your CD burning software (Chapter 4). You’ll also need to check with
the manufacturers of your printer and Bluetooth adapter to see whether
they’ve released native Vista drivers; if not, and you don’t want to wait,
you’ll need to replace those devices.

Sentimental Fool

Disorientation is not an uncommon sensation among those users coming to
Vista from earlier versions of Windows. Here’s where you can find some of
the more elusive entities you may have grown accustomed to in Windows XP:

Add or Remove Programs
This is still in Control Panel, but now it’s called Programs and Features.

Address Bar
The path box in Windows Explorer doubles as an address bar, so if you
want to type a path or copy the current path to the clipboard, click just
to the right of the text, and Explorer will show you a familiar, backslash-
equipped folder path.
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Display Properties
Right-click an empty area of the desktop and select Personalize (or open
the Personalize page in Control Panel), and then click the Display Set-
tings link at the bottom of the page.

File Types window
Sorry, you don’t get one of these in Vista. The best Microsoft could do
is the Default Programs page in Control Panel. If you want to edit your
context menus, you’ll need File Type Doctor, explained in Chapter 3.

Menus in Windows and Internet Explorer
Microsoft took the menus out of both Windows Explorer and Internet
Explorer, and replaced them with drop-down buttons that do pretty
much the same thing. But you can always press the Alt key on the key-
board to temporarily show the old, familiar menu bar in either applica-
tion. See Chapter2 if you want to make it permanent in Windows
Explorer.

Network Connections
As explained in Chapter 7, the Network Connections window has been
subjugated in Vista, and is now only accessible as a link on the left side
of the Network and Sharing Center page.

Shut Down button
The red button at the bottom of the Start menu doesn’t shut down Win-
dows any more, but rather puts it to sleep. Click the tiny arrow to the
right of the red button to shut down, restart, or log off. To reconfigure
the red button to shut down instead, see Chapter 5.

System
The familiar System Properties window that has been around since
Windows 2000, and the only way to change your PC’s name on your
network, is now buried under the Advanced system settings link on
the System page in Control Panel. Alternatively, you can type
SystemPropertiesAdvanced.exe in the Start menu’s Search box and press
Enter to open this window.
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CHAPTER 2
Shell Tweaks

What makes an ideal user interface? Of course, the phrase “easy to use”
springs to mind, but that could mean anything. Some of us find large, friendly
controls that need no explanation to be “easy,” while those more experienced
may consider smaller, less obtrusive controls to be easier to use on a daily
basis. And some might argue that the best interface is no interface at all.

At first glance, it seems like Microsoft messed around with the shell—the
desktop interface, including the Start menu and Windows Explorer—more
than anything else when assembling Windows Vista. Sure, Microsoft made
tons of changes under the hood (covered in subsequent chapters), but to those
familiar with, say, Windows XP, the most immediately apparent changes to
the operating system have been made to Windows Explorer and its cohorts.

As a result, the sensation most seasoned Windows users will likely experi-
ence when they open Vista’s Explorer for the first time is...disorientation.

Figure 2-1 shows Windows Explorer as it appears right out of the box.

The formal Windows Explorer shortcut is buried deep in the Start menu,
under All Programs — Accessories, but you can open an Explorer window
by double-clicking any folder icon on the desktop or selecting one of the
locations on the righthand column of the Start menu (e.g., Documents, Pic-
tures, Music, Games). Mercifully, Microsoft finally dropped the cutesy
“My” prefix used in earlier versions of Windows, so the My Pictures folder is
now merely Pictures.

While the basic layout is more or less the same as versions of Explorer dat-
ing back to 1995, the menu and the title bar are both gone, replaced with
many subtle—almost hidden—controls that surprisingly offer more func-
tionality than any previous version. But that’s only the beginning. The right-
hand pane of the window more closely resembles a restaurant menu than a
list of files, which does end up making it look more friendly, if a little weird.
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Figure 2-1. Windows Explorer may have been gussied up for Windows Vista, but
everything you need is still within reach

And to the left, where you’d expect to find the folder tree, resides the Favor-
ite Links pane (akin to the “Places” bar found in some file dialog windows
in Vista).

The folder tree sits at the bottom left of the Explorer window, filled with a
list of unfamiliar folders, such as Contacts, Downloads, and Saved Games.
The little plus [+] and minus [-] boxes, once used to identify expandable
branches in the folder tree, are now microscopic arrows: a right-pointing
arrow signifies a collapsed branch, and a downward arrow signifies an
expanded branch.

Across the bottom of the Explorer window is the preview
pane; it’s resizable, so you can enlarge it to show more infor-
%k mation, or shrink it out of the way. If you lose the preview
" pane and want to get it back, open the Organize drop-down
and select Layout — Preview Pane.

Fortunately, the basic premise of the Explorer window remains the same:
click a location (i.e., folder) on the left side to see the folder’s contents on
the right. To make Explorer look more like earlier versions, expand the
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Folders pane by dragging the upper edge of the Folders title strip to the top
of the window, covering Favorite Links. Use the Views drop-down to
choose Details, or any other view more useful than Tiles. And if you want
your menu bar back, just press the Alt key, or open the Organize drop-
down and select Layout - Menu Bar. See Figure 2-2 for a visual rundown of
everything you can do in Windows Explorer.
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Click once tq show control Click the path arrows to jump to a different folder at that level
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Figure 2-2. All of the subtle—and not so subtle— controls you can use to navigate folders
and manage your files in Windows Explorer

Now, with improved security (covered in Chapter 8), included backup soft-
ware at long last (Chapter 6), and a handy-dandy new Search tool (later in
this chapter), Vista takes your stuff more seriously than any previous version
of Windows. But the tools Vista gives you (Explorer, et al.) to manage your
pictures, music, spreadsheets, email mailboxes, saved games, etc., fall short
in a lot of ways. Fortunately, with some of the tricks and adjustments in this
chapter, you should be able to transform the shell into a more useful tool
that—at the very least—you actually won’t mind using every day.

Customize Windows Explorer

Many aspects of the way Windows works can be controlled by changing set-
tings scattered throughout the interface. When it comes to the look and feel
of Windows Explorer, and the way it displays and handles your files, the
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Folder Options window is a good place to start. In Explorer, open the Orga-
nize drop-down and select Folder and Search Options (or open Folder
Options in Control Panel).

As explained in “Quick Access to Control Panel,” Microsoft didn’t finish
revamping Control Panel before shipping Windows Vista. As a result, we
have windows like Folder Options filled with holdover features that aren’t
really applicable anymore, such as these found under the General tab:

Tasks
This misnamed option has nothing to do with the Tasks links shown in
some Control Panel pages. Rather, choose Use Windows classic folders
to turn on the menu bar that’s hidden by default, and hide the Preview
and Details panes. Of course, you can temporarily show the menu bar
at any time by pressing the Alt key, and customize all of Explorer’s
panes by selecting Layout from the Organize drop-down.

Browse folders
It doesn’t make any difference which option you select here, unless you
hide the folder tree in Windows Explorer by opening the Organize
drop-down and selecting Layout - Navigation Pane.

R
]

Use the Ctrl key when double-clicking folder icons to over-
ride your choice here. Or, right-click any folder icon and
W select Open (not the bolded Explore) to open the folder in a
" new window.

Click items as follows
Set this to Single-click to open an item if you like the idea of navigating
most of Windows as though it were a web site—in other words, with-
out ever having to double-click to open an item.

R
s

If you choose the single-click interface, you’ll no longer be

able to click an item twice slowly to rename it; instead, you

tks: must either right-click and select Rename or carefully move

" the mouse pointer so that it is hovering over the icon and
press the F2 key.

The point of double-clicking is to prevent you from accidentally open-
ing a program or folder when you’re just trying to select, delete, move,
copy, or rename the file. If you don’t like double-clicking, but aren’t
comfortable with the single-click interface Explorer provides, most
pointing devices (mice, styli, trackballs) with more than two buttons
allow you to program the additional buttons to handle double-click
duty.
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The View tab (Figure 2-3) contains settings that affect how much informa-
tion Explorer shows you, arranged in alphabetical order.

" o )
Folder Options ﬂ

| General || View

o=y

Folder views

You can apply the view (such as Details or lcons) that
you are using for this folder to all folders of this type.
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Figure 2-3. The most useful Explorer settings are in the View tab

Unfortunately, the defaults are set in favor of a “simpler” (read dumbed-
down) interface, which has the unfortunate and ironic side effect of making
many everyday tasks like organizing files, sharing folders over a network, or
even opening certain folders, more difficult. But probably the most annoy-
ing thing is that Vista provides no help whatsoever for these settings, so
they’re explained in detail here.
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Some of these options may not be available in all editions of
Windows. Also, the use of some of these options can be very
confusing, in that enabling them ends up turning something
off in the interface, or vice-versa. But that’s the nature of the
beast....

Always show icons, never thumbnails. This is a setting Windows has been
lacking for years. By default, Explorer automatically shows large thumb-
nails when a folder (or search results window) contains mostly image
files. Turn on this option to disable thumbnails except when you specif-
ically select Thumbnails from the Views drop-down. See “Green Rib-
bon of Death,” in Chapter 6, for another reason to use this setting.

Always show menus. This self-explanatory option basically accomplishes
the same thing as selecting Use Classic Folders on the General tab. Of
course, you can display the menu bar at any time by pressing the Alt key.

Display file icon on thumbnails. Turn this off for cleaner-looking thumb-
nails, or turn it on if you want to more easily distinguish a JPG image
from a Photoshop document. Better yet, turn off the Hide extensions
for known file types option, described later in this section.

Display file size information in folder tips. Like many settings here, this
option doesn’t do exactly what it says. Turn it on, and the tool tip that
appears when you hover your mouse over a folder icon will include
information about the contents of the folder, including names of some
of its subfolders and the size of the files contained therein. Turn off the
option, and all you’ll get is the date and time of the folder. To turn off
folder tips altogether, use the Show pop-up description for folder and
desktop items option, described later in this section.

Display simple folder view in Navigation pane. The simple folder view
refers to the way the folder tree looks, and is turned on by default. Turn
it off to show dotted lines connecting folders, like the folder trees in
some earlier versions of Windows.

Display the full path in the title bar (Classic folders only). This setting does
not affect the Windows Explorer title bar, nor does it have anything to
do with “Classic” folders. Instead, it determines whether the full path or
only the bare folder name appears in the taskbar button and in the task
switcher (Alt-Tab window) for each open folder window.

A w
o Despite this setting, Explorer’s title bar never contains any
.‘s text at all, and the full path of the current folder is always
.0 & . .
13 shown in the Address box at the top of the window. See

" “Navigating files and folders,” later in this chapter, for more
information on the path box.
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Hidden files and folders. Vista does not show hidden files by default in

Explorer. If you set this option to Show hidden files and folders, any
files with the hidden or system file attribute will be shown in Explorer,
but their icons will still appear semi-transparent.

N

A
.

To hide or unhide a file or folder, right-click it, select Prop-
s erties, and change the Hidden option. For quicker access to a

wh ; . ' .
<k file’s attributes, try the Change file attributes tool, part of
Creative Element Power Tools (http://www.creativelement.
com/powertools/).

Hide extensions for known file types. Some believe this feature to be one of

Windows’ biggest annoyances. Filename extensions—the last few let-
ters after the dot in a file’s name—are hidden by default in Windows,
and have been in every Windows release since Windows 95. Filename
extensions (e.g., .txt, .jpg, .doc) determine how Windows interacts with
your documents, and hiding this information only makes it harder to
distinguish different files. See “File Type Associations,” in Chapter 3,
for a further explanation of why you’ll probably want to turn off this
option and leave it off.

Hide protected operating system files. When this option is turned on (the

default), files with the system file attribute are hidden in Explorer,
regardless of the Hidden files and folders option, discussed earlier. So-
called system files include most of the boot loader files discussed in
Chapter 1, the SRECYCLE.BIN and System Volume Information folders
found on every hard drive, the hiberfil.sys hibernation file (see
Chapter 5), and a handful of other files. Leave this option turned on to
protect these important files from accidental damage, or turn it off if
you want to see and mess around with them.

Launch folder windows in a separate process. By default, the desktop,

Start menu, and all open Explorer and single-folder windows are han-
dled by the same instance of Explorer. That is, only one copy of the
Explorer.exe application is ever in memory. If you turn on this option,
each Explorer window will use a new instance of the program. Although
this takes slightly more memory and may slightly increase the time it
takes to open new Explorer windows, it means that if one Explorer win-
dow crashes—see “Green Ribbon of Death” in Chapter 6—it won’t
bring them all down.
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To see this option in action, open a few Explorer windows.
as Then, right-click an empty area of the taskbar, select Task
N Manager, choose the Processes tab, and click the Image
* Name column header to sort the list alphabetically. If you’ve
elected to launch folder windows in a separate process,
you’ll see multiple instances of Explorer.exe listed, one for
each open window and one for the desktop. (Note that a
problem that prevented Windows from reinstating a crashed
desktop in previous versions of Windows has been more or
less fixed in Vista.)

Remember each folder’s view settings. This option, when enabled, forces
Explorer to remember the “view” settings for the 20-30 most recently
opened folders, such as the sort order and icon size. This “memory”
overrides the default view settings, but only for the folders you’ve
recently customized.

Unfortunately, this feature does cause problems from time to time. If
you ever encounter a folder missing all its Details columns, for instance
(only the Name column appears), then turn off this option temporarily
to force Windows to forget the settings for the folder. Leave this option
off if you want your folders to always be shown with your chosen
default view settings.

A
s

To change the defaults used by all folders, click the Apply to
Folders button at the top of the Folder Options window, as
1+ described in the section “Force Explorer to Remember Its
© Own Settings,” next.

Restore previous folder windows at logon. Turn this option on if you want
Windows to remember which folders are open when you shut down or
log out, and then reopen them the next time you log in. Another way to
do this is to not shut down at all, but rather use Vista’s Sleep feature,
explained in “Start Windows Instantly (Almost)” in Chapter 5.

Show drive letters. Turn this off to hide drive letters (e.g., C:, D:, N:) from
Explorer’s folder tree.

Show encrypted or compressed NTFS files in color. Among the additional
services provided by the NTES filesystem (see Chapter 1) are support for
on-the-fly encryption and compression. Turn on this option to visually
distinguish encrypted and compressed files and folders by displaying
their names in blue. See “Protect Your Files with Encryption,” in
Chapter 8, for a way to customize the colors used for these files.
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Show pop-up description for folder and desktop items. Commonly referred
to as “tool tips,” pop-up descriptions show additional details about the
file or folder underneath the mouse pointer. Turn off this option to hide
these tool tips. See also the Display file size information in folder tips
option, earlier in this section, for a related setting.

Show preview handlers in preview pane. When the Preview pane is visible
(open the Organize drop-down and select Layout — Preview Pane),
Windows shows a thumbnail preview on the left unless this option is
turned off.

Use check boxes to select items. 1f you enable this option, you’ll be able to
select multiple files without having to drag a rubber band or use the key-
board. See “Slicker Ways to Select Files,” later in this chapter, for tips
involving this feature.

Use Sharing Wizard. Disable this option to use the Advanced Sharing win-
dow instead of the feeble Sharing Wizard each time you right-click a
folder or drive and select Share. Despite the fact that Microsoft appar-
ently recommends that you use this feature, only the Advanced Sharing
window lets you specify sharing permissions to properly protect your
data. See Chapter 8 for details.

When typing into list view. See “Who Doesn’t Love Keyboard Shortcuts?,”
later in this chapter, for tips involving this setting.

What it comes down to, of course, is that you should use what works best
for you. Don’t blindly accept the defaults just because they came out of the
box that way.

The Search tab in this window is dissected in excruciating detail in “Search
Tricks,” later in this chapter.

Force Explorer to Remember Its Own Settings

One of the most common annoyances with Windows Explorer is, well,
annoying, because it should’ve been so simple for Microsoft to get it right.

How many times have you selected the Details view in Explorer, only to find
that it has reverted to the Large Icons view the next time you open the folder?

For the most part, Windows Explorer’s apparent inability to remember its
own settings is the result of a battle among three opposing forces: your
saved settings, Vista’s propensity to show thumbnail previews for media
files, and some poor coding on Microsoft’s part.

First, open the Folder Options window, turn on the View tab, turn on the
Remember each folder’s view settings option, and click OK. Thereafter,
Windows Explorer will temporarily save the settings for roughly 30 of the
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most recently viewed folders. Most of the time, these saved settings override
your saved defaults. But how do you change the defaults?

A s
Your choices are stored in the Registry (discussed in
ﬁ{ Chapter 3) rather than in the folders themselves, which not
%k only explains the limit on the number of folders Explorer can
" remember, but exposes a rather annoying flaw in the sys-
tem. Say you choose the view settings for a folder called
Lenny. When you close and reopen Lenny right away, your
settings will remain. However, if you rename the Lenny folder
to, say, Karl, it will instantly revert to Explorer’s defaults and
forget the settings you made only seconds earlier.

If you're tired of constantly having to go back to Explorer’s View drop-
down to change the icon size, or having to click the column headers to sort
file listings, you can set your own defaults. But Explorer’s use of your
defaults won’t make much sense until you figure out Vista’s clandestine
template system.

A template is a collection of folder display settings that includes the view (e.g.,
Large Icons, Details, etc.), the sorting method, and the columns displayed.
Each time you open a folder, Vista automatically picks one of the five preset
templates, and uses those settings to configure the view. And herein lies the
source of the problem: Vista is no good at picking the default template. You
might open a folder full of HTML web page documents, and Explorer will
choose the template for music files. Or, a folder with nothing but photos
will show up in the Details view, rather than thumbnails (Large Icons).

Unfortunately, there’s nothing you can do to change how Vista chooses its
templates, nor can you remove or create your own templates. But you can
customize the view settings for each template so that when Windows
Explorer does get it right, you’ll get the view you need. To choose a tem-
plate for a folder and then customize it, see “Photos, Pictures, Images” in
Chapter 4.

But you may soon realize that Windows gets it wrong too often, and cus-
tomizing the templates just isn’t enough. In this case, the solution is to
duplicate your favorite view settings across every template, so no matter
which template Windows picks, you’ll get the view you need:

1. Open Windows Explorer and navigate to any folder with files in it. (This
won’t work with drives, so make sure the folder isn’t a root folder.)

2. Right-click the folder in the tree, select Properties, and choose the Cus-
tomize tab. Or right-click an empty area of the folder background and
select Customize This Folder. (See the “Missing the Customize Tab?”
sidebar, next, if these options aren’t present.)
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Missing the Customize Tab?

If you don’t see the Customize tab in the Properties window for a folder, all
you need is a quick Registry hack to fix the problem.

Open the Registry Editor (see Chapter 3) and expand the branches to HKEY_
CLASSES _ROOT\Directory\shellex\PropertySheetHandlers. Look for a subkey
named {ef43ecfe-2ab9-4632-bf21-58909dd177f0}; if it isn’t there, create a
new key with that name by going to Edit - New — Key.

Navigate to HKEY_CURRENT_USER\Software\Microsoft\Windows\
CurrentVersion\Policies\Explorer. Double-click the NoCustomizeThisFolder
value in the right pane, type 0 (zero) in the Value data field, and click OK. Do
the same for the NoCustomizeWebView and ClassicShell values. (If any of these
values are absent, skip ’em.)

And finally, navigate to HKEY_LOCAL MACHINE\Software\Microsoft\Windows\
CurrentVersion\policies\Explorer, and if the Explorer key is present, set the
same three values to 0 (zero). Close the Registry Editor when you’re done,
restart Windows, and try again.

3. From the Use this folder type as a template listbox, select the first entry,
All Items, and then click OK.

4. Set your view settings, column headers, and sorting to your taste.

5. Open the Organize drop-down, select Folder and Search Options, and
then choose the View tab.

6. Click the Apply to Folders button, answer Yes, and then click OK.

7. Repeat steps 3—6 for each of the other four templates: Documents, Pic-
tures and Videos, Music Details, and Music Icons.

That’s it; now you have five identical templates, and you no longer need to
care whether or not Vista knows what kind of files are in each folder.

Start Explorer with Any Folder

For the most part, you get the same window when you double-click a folder
icon on your desktop as when you use the Windows Explorer shortcut in
your Start menu. But the latter, without a target, simply dumps you in your
home folder.

To customize the folder that Windows Explorer opens by default, you need
to create a custom Windows Shortcut. To start, right-click an empty space
on your desktop and select New — Shortcut.
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If you’ve removed Windows Shortcut from Explorer’s New
menu, another way to make one is to open your Start menu
and type explorer.exe in the Search box (the .exe extension
is necessary). Using the right mouse button, drag the
explorer.exe entry from the search results onto an empty area
of your desktop, and then select Create Shortcuts Here from
the menu that appears. Right-click on the newly created
explorer.exe - Shortcut, select Properties, and choose the
Shortcut tab.

Next, type the following text into the Target field:
explorer.exe d:\myfolder

where d:\myfolder is the full path of the folder you want Explorer to open.
You might see the text %SystemRoot% in front of explorer.exe, which can be
left alone or removed as desired.

Click OK when you’re done, and then double-click the new shortcut to
try it out. There are actually a bunch of different parameters you can use,
should you feel the need to fine-tune the appearance of the folder tree.
The full syntax is as follows:

explorer.exe [/n][,/e][,/root,object][[,/select],subobject]

The square brackets ([...]) show the optional nature of each of the para-
meters. Note that the syntax here isn’t like most other programs that take
command-line parameters; for instance, the parameters must be in order
and separated by commas. However, unlike earlier version of Windows,
you don’t have to include the commas for omitted parameters.

/n  This opens a new window even if the folder is already open elsewhere.
/e This shows the folder tree pane in the event you’ve turned it off.

/root,object
The /root,object parameter lets you choose what appears as the root of
all folders in the new window, which is useful if you want an abbreviated
tree for security reasons. The default, of course, is the desktop. You can
specify an ordinary folder to be the root of the tree (i.e., /root,c:\stuff),
or a system object by specifying its Class ID (see Chapter 3).

/select
If you include the /select switch along with a folder path (subobject,
discussed next), Explorer opens the folder’s parent and selects it in the
right pane. Only if you omit /select does Explorer actually open the
folder you specify. See the subobject entry, next, for an example of
when this is useful.
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subobject
This is the path to open, shown in the first example. Unless you use the
/select option, Explorer highlights subobject in the tree and shows its
contents in the right pane.

For example, if you want Explorer to open to the Computer folder so that no
drive branches are initially expanded—which is handy if you have several
drives and you want to see them all on equal footing—type this:

explorer.exe /n,/e,/select,c:\
Or, to display an Explorer window rooted at C:\, use this:
explorer.exe /n,/e,/root,c:\

In addition to launching Explorer with these parameters, you can open an
Explorer window in the context of any object on the screen and Windows
will send you to the right place.

For example, you can right-click on any visible folder icon (on your desk-
top, in an open folder, and even in the tree pane of another Explorer win-
dow) and select Explore to open a new Explorer window with the folder in
question highlighted. You can also explore from various system objects by
right-clicking and selecting Explore. This works on the Start button, any
folder in your Start menu, and folders in your file dialogs.

Get to the Desktop

If you have to reach over a pile of papers just to reach your keyboard, then
you’re the type who likes surfaces. The Windows desktop is no exception,
and yours is probably full of files you need. Problem is, they’re always
underneath everything else.

Here are some ways to get to the stuff on your desktop without much hassle:

Minimize everything
Hold the Windows logo key (which we’ll call Winkey, just to be cute)
and press D to quickly show the desktop. Press Winkey-D again to
restore your windows (although not necessarily in the same sequence). Do
this many times to give yourself a headache. (If your keyboard has no Win-
key, see “Who Doesn’t Love Keyboard Shortcuts?,” later in this chapter.)

Show Desktop
Don’t want to use the keyboard? Just locate the Quick Launch toolbar,
the little row of tiny buttons on the far left of your taskbar, and click the
Show Desktop button (the blue rectangle in Figure 2-4). Give the but-
ton another click to restore the windows.

If the Quick Launch toolbar isn’t there, right-click an empty area on
your taskbar and go to Toolbars — Quick Launch. If you don’t see the
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Show Desktop button, it may be buried inside the tiny white arrows;
otherwise, see the “Make a Show Desktop Button” sidebar for tips.
You can also right-click an empty area of the Taskbar, and select Show

the Desktop to do the same thing as the button. Then, to restore your
windows, right-click the taskbar again and select Show Open Windows.

Figure 2-4. Use this handy button to show the Windows desktop without having to
manually minimize all your windows

Make a Show Desktop Button

By default, the Quick Launch toolbar comes with a Show Desktop button,
which allows you to quickly hide all open windows and access stuff on your
desktop, and then quickly bring them all back when you’re done. But what if
your Quick Launch toolbar doesn’t have one?

Unlike most other toolbar buttons, the Show Desktop button isn’t a Win-
dows Shortcut. Rather, it’s a Shell Command File (.scf), which is really just a
plain-text file containing a special command Windows understands. To cre-
ate a new .scf file, open your favorite plain-text editor (or Notepad), and type
the following five lines:

[Shell]

Command=2

IconFile=explorer.exe,3

[Taskbar]

Command=ToggleDesktop
Save the file as Show Desktop.scf (or any other name, provided that you
include the .scf filename extension) anywhere you like, including your desk-
top. To have the icon appear on your Quick Launch toolbar, place the file in

this folder:

C:\Users\{user\AppData\Roaming\Microsoft\Internet Explorer\Quick
Launch

If you like the Show Desktop button, but you don’t like the clutter of the
Quick Launch toolbar, you can simply eliminate the buttons you don’t use by
right-clicking each one and selecting Delete.

Next, right-click an empty area of the Taskbar, turn off the Lock the Taskbar
option, and then shrink down the newly sanitized Quick Launch toolbar so
it’s no larger than the remaining button, like the example in Figure 2-4. When
things are the way you like them, turn Lock the Taskbar back on.
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Open Windows Explorer
Another approach is to simply open a Windows Explorer window and
navigate to the Desktop folder at the top of the tree. That way, you can
leave your open programs intact, making it easier to drag files onto
them from the desktop.

N

o You can also drag files onto a minimized application, pro-
"‘.“ vided you have a steady hand and some patience. Just drag
T 9k down to the taskbar and hover the file over the minimized

* application button you want to restore. Although you can’t
drop files on the buttons themselves, if you wait a second or
two, Windows will restore the application window, at which
point you can drag the file over to the window and drop it.

Icons on the taskbar

Right-click an empty area of the taskbar, select Toolbars, and then
select Desktop. By default, the toolbar will probably be smushed up
against the notification area (tray) and the clock, so right-click the task-
bar again and turn off the Lock the Taskbar option so you can move the
Desktop toolbar around. Next, right-click the Desktop title and select
the Show Text option to fit more icons on the bar. It’s not the most
convenient interface, especially if you have a lot on your desktop, but
it’s there if you need it.

Save Your Desktop Layout
Let me guess: you sneezed and Windows rearranged your desktop icons.

This happens for a variety of reasons, most commonly any time Windows
changes the screen resolution (often for games), when you update your dis-
play settings, or when you install a new video card driver. But it'll also hap-
pen whenever you use the Magnifier tool that comes with Vista, or when
you change the desktop icon size (discussed next). Regardless of the trigger,
it’s a petty annoyance we all could do without.

There are a variety of tools designed to combat this problem, but most have
died out for one reason or another. The quick and dirty—not to mention
free—solution is to use an add-on released by Microsoft several years ago;
with a little tweak, it works just fine in Vista (32-bit edition only). Here’s
how you install and use it:
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1. Go to http://www.annoyances.org/exec/software/layout and download
the layout.zip file, saving it to your desktop.

2. Open layout.zip, and inside you’ll find two files. The .dll file you can
find elsewhere on the Web, but the other (the .reg file) has been specifi-
cally modified for this book to work with Vista.

3. Copy the layout.dll file to your C:\Windows\System32 folder.

4. Double-click the other file, install.reg, and answer Yes when asked
whether you want to continue. (See Chapter 3 for more information on
.reg files.)

5. Next, right-click an empty area of your desktop and select Save Desk-
top Icon Layout.

6. The next time Windows messes up your icons, just right-click an empty
area of your desktop and select Restore Desktop Icon Layout.

Now, if Windows isn’t spontaneously rearranging your desktop icons, but
refuses to let you put them where you want them, there’s a fix for that, too.
This problem is caused by either one of two mechanisms designed to help
keep your desktop icons tidy, and you’ll have to turn at least one of them off
to more freely place your desktop icons. Right-click an empty area of the
desktop, select View, and turn off the Auto Arrange option. The other,
Align to Grid, is discussed next.

Control the space between desktop icons

As any green grocer will tell you, the most efficient way to stack oranges is
the face-centered cubic arrangement, wherein each piece of fruit is placed in
the cavity formed by three adjacent oranges in the lower plane. (For more
information, Google “Kepler Conjecture.”) Sadly, Windows Vista doesn’t
have this option, but if you’re content with Windows’ rectilinear arrange-
ment, you can fine-tune row and column spacing on the desktop.

Also in the aforementioned View menu is the Align to Grid option. Leave it
on, and your icons will always appear lined up in rows and columns; turn it
off to have complete flexibility when dragging your icons around the desktop.

To change the spacing, right-click an empty area of the desktop, select Person-
alize, and then click Window Color and Appearance. Click the Open classic
appearance properties for more color options link, and then click Advanced.
(Or, if you're not using Vista’s Aero interface, just click Advanced here.)
From the Item drop-down menu, choose Icon Spacing (Horizontal) and
adjust the spacing by changing the Size value to indicate the number of pix-
els between the edges of adjacent icons.

Customize Windows Explorer | 37



http://www.annoyances.org/exec/software/layout

A good value is approximately 1.3 to 1.5 times the width of an icon. To find
the size of your desktop icons, right-click an empty area of the desktop and
select View. If Medium Icons (the default) is checked, your icons are 44 x44.
For Classic Icons, they’re the standard 32 x32; for Large Icons, they’re 86x 86.

So, if you’re using classic icons, specify 40 in the Advanced Appearance win-
dow to pack them pretty closely, or 50 to spread them apart. Next, change
the Icon Spacing (Vertical) value; use the same number for both the hori-
zontal and vertical measurements, and the result will look pretty good.

Quick Access to Control Panel

A lot of the clicking and scrounging in this book takes place in Control
Panel, a window that provides links to many settings that affect the way
Vista looks, sounds, and behaves. It’s a hodge-podge of modern web-like pages
and older, pre-Vista tabbed dialog windows. Some of the dialog windows date
back more than a decade to Windows 95, and are still present merely because
Microsoft presumably doesn’t want to invest the resources to update or replace
all their settings. (For examples, see the beginning of this chapter.)

As a result, it can be hard to find specific settings in Control Panel, and
time-consuming to repeatedly return to dialogs to change certain settings.
Fortunately, there are a few tricks that will help you find and change set-
tings faster.

First, open Control Panel, and click the Classic View link on the left to
show a complete list of all the top-level Control Panel pages and windows.
Next, click the little path arrow to the right of the Control Panel text in the
address bar, as shown in Figure 2-5. As you can see, this list is considerably
shorter than the one in the main window.

Why? Because clicking the path arrows shows only the web-style Control
Panel pages, not the older tabbed dialog windows. It seems as though
Microsoft made an effort to convert Control Panel to the new, easier-to-use
format, but didn’t get around to finishing the job; it’s estimated that only
about 60% of the conversion was completed in time for the release of Win-
dows Vista. Ultimately, this is more or less inconsequential, but once you
understand the makeup of the program, it’ll be a lot easier to navigate.

Search in Control Panel

Control Panel has a brand-new Search feature, and it actually works. Just
click the Control Panel Home link on the left (in Classic View, search only
looks through icon captions), and then type a word into the Search box on
the upper right to find matching settings (see Figure 2-6). Then, just click a
link in the search results to jump to the window with that setting.
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Figure 2-5. Use the path arrows in the address bar to quickly jump to a Control Panel page

Control Panel’s Search feature is slick, but not as comprehensive as Win-
dows Explorer’s Search tool. In other words, your search is conducted
against a pre-programmed index of common settings referring only to
Vista’s own settings. This means that advanced settings like “Icon Spacing”
(see “Save Your Desktop Layout,” earlier in this chapter) and any settings in
third-party Control Panel windows, such as QuickTime window (present if
you’ve installed Apple iTunes) won’t show up in search results.

Shortcuts to Control Panel pages

Many windows are buried several levels deep in Vista’s Control Panel, so it
can be a bit of a pain to make your way around the program. If you find
yourself returning to the same spot often, there are several ways to make
shortcuts and save yourself some time in the future.

The easiest way to make a shortcut is with drag-drop. If you’re using the
Control Panel Home (category) view, drag any link onto the desktop to
make a shortcut, but don’t be surprised if the shortcut doesn’t take you as far
as you wanted to go. For instance, drag the Change desktop background link,
and you’ll get a shortcut to the Appearance and Personalization page only.

You can get a little more control in the Classic View of Control Panel; just
drag an icon to the desktop to make a shortcut.
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Figure 2-6. Search for a setting in Control Panel, but be aware that you may not see all

the settings available

But if you want to get to a specific page or tab more directly, you can use

any of the available command-line alternatives to open Control Panel pages

and windows from shortcuts, the Start menu, or even from the Start -+ Run

dialog. For example, you can open the Advanced tab in the Advanced Sys-

tem Properties window with this old-school syntax (around since the days of
Windows 3.x in the 1980s, if you can believe it):

control.exe sysdm.cpl ,3

Or, you can use this new standalone executable to accomplish the same

thing:

SystemPropertiesAdvanced.exe

For a complete list of these shortcuts, see Table 2-1.

Table 2-1. Command line access to Control Panel pages and tools

Control Panel
Add Hardware Wizard
Administrative Tools

Advanced System Properties —
Advanced tab

Command line
hdwwiz.cpl
control admintools

SystemPropertiesAdvanced.exe
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Table 2-1. Command line access to Control Panel pages and tools (continued)

Control Panel

Advanced System Properties —
Computer Name tab

Advanced System Properties —
Advanced tab — Performance
Options — Data Execution
Prevention tab

Advanced System Properties —
Hardware tab

Advanced System Properties —
Advanced tab — Performance
Options

Advanced System Properties —
System Protection tab

Advanced System Properties —
Remote tab

AutoPlay
Backup and Restore Center

Backup and Restore Center —
Backup Status and Configuration

BitLocker Drive Encryption
Bluetooth Devices

Date and Time

Display Settings
Default Programs
Device Manager

Disk Manager

Ease of Access Center

Folder Options
Fonts

Game Controllers
Indexing Options
Internet Options
Keyboard Properties

Mouse Properties

Command line

sysdm.cpl
or
SystemPropertiesComputerName.exe

SystemPropertiesDataExecutionPrevention.exe

SystemPropertiesHardware.exe

SystemPropertiesPerformance.exe

SystemPropertiesProtection.exe
SystemPropertiesRemote.exe

control /nameMicrosoft.AutoPlay
control /name Microsoft.BackupAndRestoreCenter

sdclt.exe

control /nameMicrosoft.BitLockerDriveEncryption
bthprops.cpl

timedate.cpl
or
control date/time

desk.cpl

control /nameMicrosoft.DefaultPrograms
devmgmt.msc

diskmgmt.msc

access.cpl
or
Utilman.exe

control folders

control fonts

joy.cpl

control /nameMicrosoft.IndexingOptions
inetcpl.cpl

control keyboard

main.cpl
or
control mouse
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Table 2-1. Command line access to Control Panel pages and tools (continued)

Control Panel
Network and Sharing Center
Network Connections

Offline Files
Parental Controls
Pen and Input Devices

People Near Me

Performance Information
and Tools

Personalization

Personalization — Window
Color and Appearance — Classic
Appearance Settings

Phone and Modem Options

Power Options

Printers

Problem Reports and Solutions
Programs and Features

Programs and Features — Turn
Windows features on or off

Regional and Language Options

Scanners and Cameras
Secure Online Key Backup
Security Center

Sound

Speech Recognition Options

Command line
control /nameMicrosoft.NetworkandSharingCenter

ncpa.cpl
or
control netconnections

control /name Microsoft.0fflineFiles
control /name Microsoft.ParentalControls
TabletPC.cpl

collab.cpl
or
p2phost.exe

control /nameMicrosoft.
PerformanceInformationandTools

control desktop

control color

telephon.cpl
or
control telephony

powerctg.cpl
control printers
wercon.exe
appwiz.cpl

OptionalFeatures.exe

intl.cpl
or
control international

sticpl.cpl

control /name Microsoft.SecureKeyBackup
wscui.cpl

mmsys.cpl

control /name Microsoft.SpeechRecognitionOptions

Sync Center mobsync.exe
System control /nameMicrosoft.System
Tablet PC Settings control /nameMicrosoft.TabletPCSettings
Task Scheduler control schedtasks
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Table 2-1. Command line access to Control Panel pages and tools (continued)

Control Panel Command line

Text to Speech sapi.cpl
or
control speech

User Accounts nusrmgr.cpl
or
Netplwiz.exe
or
control userpasswords

User Accounts (advanced) control userpasswords2

Volume Mixer SndVol.exe

Welcome Center control.exe /nameMicrosoft.WelcomeCenter
Windows Defender MsAsCui.exe

Windows Firewall Firewall.cpl

or
FirewallControlPanel.exe

Windows Firewall Settings FirewallSettings.exe

Windows Sidebar Properties control.exe /nameMicrosoft.WindowsSidebarProperties
Windows SideShow control.exe /name Microsoft.WindowsSideshow

Windows Update control.exe /nameMicrosoft.WindowsUpdate

Cascading Control Panel menu

Another way to get to a specific Control Panel page quickly is to add a menu
with all its contents to the Start menu:

1. In Control Panel, open Taskbar and Start Menu and then choose the
Start Menu tab.

2. Click the currently enabled Customize button.

3. If you’re using the modern, two-column Start menu (Start menu in the
last window), find the Control Panel branch, and then select the Dis-
play as a menu option.

If you’re using the Classic Start menu, turn on the Expand control panel
option in the Advanced Start menu options list.

4. Either way, click OK when you’re done.

Now, instead of a single menu item in the Start menu, all the Control Panel
icons are listed individually. To open the standalone Control Panel folder
window from this interface, simply right-click Control Panel and select
Open.
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Unwanted icons and the Green Ribbon of Death

Does it take an inordinately long time to show Control Panel in Classic
View? If you upgraded your PC from a previous version of Windows, there’s
a bug in Vista that can cause the Green Ribbon of Death (explained in
Chapter 6). This bug, incidentally, is related to a specific “legacy” feature
that lets you hide certain Control Panel icons; see the “Hide Unwanted Con-
trol Panel Icons” sidebar, next, for details.

Hide Unwanted Control Panel Icons

You can hide certain types of icons in Control Panel’s Classic View with a
quick Registry hack. Just open the Registry Editor (explained in Chapter 3),
and expand the branches to HKEY_CURRENT USER\Control Panel\don't load.

Then, create a new string value for each icon you want to hide. For the name,
type the filename of the .cpl file responsible for the icon (see “Shortcuts to
Control Panel pages,” earlier in this chapter). Then, double-click the new
value, type No for its data, and click OK.

Refresh the Control Panel window by pressing the F5 key to see the change.

Now, there’s a bug in Windows Vista that can crash Control Panel—or at
least cause it to take a long time to load all its icons—if there’s an errant entry
in the don't load Registry key. If you’re seeing the Green Ribbon of Death (see
Chapter 6) whenever you open Control Panel, delete all the values in the
don't load key and then try again.

Who Doesn’t Love Keyboard Shortcuts?

Despite the fact that Microsoft has excised those little underlined letters—
the ones that show you which letter you have to press while holding the Alt
key to jump to that control—the keyboard is alive and well in Vista. In fact,
there are tons of useful keyboard shortcuts that can be real time-savers in
Windows, some even used in conjunction with the mouse. Following are
some of the best ones.

Navigating files and folders

Properties
Hold the Alt key while double-clicking on a file or folder to view the
Properties sheet for that object. Or, press Alt-Enter to open the Proper-
ties window for the selected item without using the mouse at all.
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History
Press Backspace in an open folder window to go back one step in the
window’s history to the last folder you looked at, which is not necessar-
ily the parent folder.

You can also press the left or right arrow keys while holding Alt to go
back and forth through the folder history; these work just like the two
round arrow buttons in the upper left of any Explorer window.

Refresh/Reload
Press F5 in almost any window (including web browsers and even
Device Manager) to refresh the current view.

Folder tree
With the focus on Explorer’s folder tree, press Enter to view the con-
tents of the highlighted folder in the right pane. Also, use the left and
right arrow keys (or + and -) to collapse and expand folders, respec-
tively, or press the asterisk key (*) to expand all the folders and their
subfolders in the current branch.

Jump to an item

With the focus on the right pane, press a letter key to quickly jump to the
first file or folder starting with that letter. Continue typing to jump further.
For example, pressing the T key in your \Windows folder will jump to the
Tasks folder. Press T again to jump to the next object that starts with T.
Or, press T and then quickly press A to skip all the Ts and jump to
taskman.exe. If there’s enough of a delay between the T and the A keys,
Explorer will forget about the T, and you’ll jump to the first entry that
starts with A.

A s
)

If you’d rather, you can have Windows Explorer begin a for-
mal search as soon as you start typing. Open the Organize
1t drop-down, select Folder and Search Options, and then
" choose the View tab. Scroll to the bottom of the Advanced
settings list, and under the When typing into list view
branch, click Automatically type into the Search Box.

New Explorer window
Press Ctrl-N to open another Explorer window at the same folder. Or, if
you prefer, you can use Ctrl-N to create a new folder on the spot
something you can’t otherwise do easily with the keyboard—Dby install-
ing Creative Element Power Tools (http://www.creativelement.com/
powertools/) and turning on the Quickly create new folders tool.

You can also press Winkey+E to open a new Windows Explorer win-
dow, even when you’re not currently in Explorer.
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Search
In Windows Explorer or on the desktop, press Ctrl-F or F3 to open a sep-
arate search window so you can search without losing the current view.
Or, press Winkey+F to open a search window no matter where you are.
See “Search Tricks,” later in this chapter, for other ways to improve search.

Show hidden context menu items
Hold the Shift key while right-clicking a file to show three new items in
the file’s context menu: Pin to Start Menu (normally shown only for
programs), Add to Quick Launch, and Copy as Path (used to copy the
full path of the item to the clipboard).

Addpress bar
Press F4 to jump to the address bar so you can type or flip through
recently visited folders. While you’re there, press Esc twice to revert to
the new-style path box so you can navigate parent folders without typing.

Cycle through all the controls
Press the Tab or F6 keys to jump among the file pane, the file pane col-
umn headers, the address bar, the Search box, the Favorites pane (if it’s
visible), the folder tree divider, and then finally the folder tree itself.

Selecting and managing files

Select all

Press Ctrl-A to quickly select all of the contents of a folder, both files
and folders.

Select range
Select one icon, then hold the Shift key while clicking on another icon
in the same folder to select it and all the items in between.

Select multiple items
Hold the Ctrl key to select or deselect multiple files or folders, one by
one. Note that you can’t select more than one folder in the folder tree
pane of Explorer, but you can in the right pane.

A w
o You can select multiple files without using the keyboard by
.‘s‘ dragging a rubber band around them. Start by holding down
Y :“ the left mouse button in a blank portion of a folder window,

" then drag the mouse to the opposite corner to select every-

thing that appears in the rectangle you just drew.

You can also use the Ctrl key to modify your selection. For example, if
you’ve used the Shift key or a rubber band to select the first five objects
in a folder, you can hold Ctrl while dragging a second rubber band to
highlight additional files without losing your original selection.
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Delete files
Select a file or folder and press Del to delete it. Or, press Shift-Del to
delete it permanently without sending it to the Recycle Bin.

Rename
Press F2 to rename the currently selected item.

Starting and switching programs

Start menu
Press the Windows logo key (Winkey) to open the Start menu, and then
navigate with your arrow keys. You can also open the Start menu by
pressing Ctrl-Esc. See the upcoming “Hack the Windows Logo Key”
sidebar if you don’t have a Windows logo key.

Switch to a different window
Press Winkey+Tab to show the fancy Flip 3D Rolodex-style task
switcher, or Alt-Tab to show the classic means of switching from one
open window to another. See “Get Glass,” in Chapter 5, for a good
alternative. Hold Shift (Shift-Alt-Tab or Shift-Winkey+Tab) to go
backward.

If you’re using an application with more than one document, press Ctrl-
Tab to switch among the open documents. Or, press Ctrl-Tab to cycle
through tabs in a tabbed window.

Drop the current window to the bottom of the pile
Press Alt-Esc to move the active window to the bottom of the stack and
activate the one underneath it. Hold Shift to go backward.

Run
Press Winkey+R to open the Start menu Run box.

Minimize all windows
Press Winkey+D to show or hide the desktop, Winkey+M to minimize
all open windows, or Shift-Winkey+M to restore minimized windows.
See “Get to the Desktop,” earlier in this chapter, for related tips.

Windows Explorer

Press Winkey+E to open a new Windows Explorer window.
Task Manager

Press Ctrl-Shift-Esc to open Task Manager (see Chapter 6).

Task bar
Press Winkey+T to send the keyboard focus to the taskbar, or press
Winkey+B to send the focus to the notification area (tray).
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Hack the Windows Logo Key

What if your keyboard has no Winkey? Strictly speaking, you don’t really
need it, but there are a bunch of nifty keyboard shortcuts you can only do
with the Winkey, such as Winkey+D to show the desktop, Winkey+R to run
a program, and Winkey+Tab to use the Flip 3D task switcher.

To give your keyboard a Winkey, or any other key it doesn’t have, you need
a keyboard remapping tool. Most tools use an obscure feature already built in
to Windows, such as Sharpkeys (free, http:// www.randyrants.com/sharpkeys/),
KeyTweak (free, http://webpages.charter.net/krumsick/), and Microsoft’s
own Microsoft Keyboard Layout Creator (http://www.annoyances.orglexec/
software/mklc).

First, pick a key on your keyboard you don’t use—the righthand Alt key is
usually a good candidate for the Windows Logo Key—and remap it to the
key you want Windows to think you pressed. In SharpKeys, for instance,
click Add, select Special: Right Alt from the Map this key list, select Special:
Left Windows from the To this key list, and click OK. Back in the main win-
dow, click Write to Registry, and then log out and back in again for the
change to take effect.

Of course, the Winkey isn’t for everyone. On most keyboards, it’s right next
to the Space bar, which means it’s easy to hit by accident. And since it’s one
of the few keys that takes the focus away from the active window, it can be
decidedly inconvenient if you press it while you're typing.

To disable Winkey, all you do is use one of the aforementioned keyboard
remapping tools to remap Winkey to something innocuous, like Ctrl or
Pause/Break. Or, if you have the MyExpose task switcher installed (see “Get
Glass” in Chapter 5), you can remap the Winkey to activate MyExpose
instead.

While you’re at it, you can likewise disable some other nuisance keys like
Insert (Ins), so you’ll never again inadvertently delete text as you type.

If you want to keep your Windows logo key, but you don’t like the Winkey hot-
key combinations (e.g., Winkey+R), you can turn those off with a quick Regis-
try hack. Open the Registry Editor (see Chapter 3) and expand the branches to
HKEY_CURRENT_USER\Software\Microsoft\Windows\CurrentVersion\Policies\
Explorer. Create a new DWord value by selecting Edit = New - DWord
Value (32-bit), and then name the new value NoWinKeys. Double-click the new
value, type 1 for its data, and click OK. You’ll need to log out and then back in
again for the change to take effect.
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Quick Launch toolbar
Press the Windows logo key and a number key to open the Quick
Launch icon at that position. For instance, press Winkey+1 to open the
first icon, Winkey+2 to open the second, and so on.

Close the window
Press Alt-F4 to close the current application, or Ctrl-F4 to close the cur-
rent document (if it’s the type of program that can hold multiple docu-
ments). Press Alt-F4 while the keyboard focus is on the desktop or
taskbar to shut down windows.

View System Information
Press Winkey+Pause/Break to open the System page in Control Panel.

Get Windows Help
Press Winkey+F1 to open Windows Help and Support.

Everything else

Clipboard
Press Ctrl-C to copy the selected item to the clipboard, Ctrl-X to cut
(copy and then delete), and Ctrl-V to paste the item anywhere else.

Undo
Press Ctrl-Z to undo the last text edit, file operation, deletion, etc.

Menus
Press Alt or F10 to jump to the menu bar (or show the menu if it’s

hidden).

Drop-down listboxes
Use the up and down arrow keys to flip through items in a drop-down
box, or press Alt-down arrow to open the listbox.

Accessibility tools
Press Winkey+U to open the Ease of Access Center page in Control
Panel. Press Shift five times to toggle StickyKeys on and off. Hold Shift
for eight seconds to toggle FilterKeys on and off. Hold Num Lock for
five seconds to toggle ToggleKeys on and off. Press Alt-LeftShift-Num
Lock to toggle MouseKeys on and off. Press Alt+LeftShift+Print Screen
to toggle high contrast mode on and off.

Log off
Press Winkey+L to log off Windows.
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Massage the Start Menu

The Start menu has gotten a face-lift for Vista, and not a moment too soon.
It’s easier to configure and its arrangement makes quite a bit more sense
than its predecessor, and if you find it too cluttered, you can get rid of just

about anything you don’t use.

Unfortunately, each element—or rather, elements in each region—are con-

figured in slightly different ways, as shown in Figure 2-7.
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Figure 2-7. Each region of the Start menu gets configured in a different place

The contents of Vista’s standard Start menu are divided into seven sections:

Pinned items

At the top of the lefthand column, above the horizontal line, is a list of
programs you can customize. Right-click any application executable (.exe
file) and select Pin to Start Menu to add it to the list (the command isn’t
available if you're using the “classic” Start menu discussed later). You can
also drag shortcuts to add them to the list, right-click unwanted items
and select Remove from this list to delete them, or drag the entries to

rearrange them.
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At the top of the list, you'll see two special entries—Internet
s and E-Mail—that aren’t actually “pinned,” but rather put in
tit place by special settings in the Taskbar and Start Menu win-
" dow in Control Panel. To get rid of them, right-click each
one and select Remove from this list. You can replace them
with ordinary pinned items, or use the settings designed for
this purpose by right-clicking an empty area of the Start
menu, selecting Properties, and then clicking Customize.

The pinned items list is peculiar because, unlike the All Programs fold-
ers and the Quick Launch toolbar, the pinned items aren’t shortcuts on
your hard disk. Rather, the pinned items are stored in the Registry (see
Chapter 3) in a format that makes them impractical to edit by hand.
This means that application installers can’t litter your pinned items list
with unwanted icons, but it also introduces some annoying limitations
for day-to-day use.

For example, if you rename a pinned item, Windows renames the target
file! This means that if you pin Photoshop.exe or diskmgmt.msc—the
executables for Adobe Photoshop and the Disk Management console
file discussed in Chapter 5, respectively—and then remove the file-
name extensions to pretty up the pinned entries, you’ll render the pro-
grams inaccessible. To work around this, create shortcuts to these items
somewhere out of the way—perhaps a subfolder of All Programs, dis-
cussed shortly—and then pin the shortcuts instead.

Recently used applications
Below the pinned items on the left side is a dynamic list of recently
used programs. The problem with this list is that it is always changing,
making it a poor choice to store shortcuts to programs you need to use
frequently.

To remove the list entirely, right-click an empty area of the Start menu,
select Properties, and turn off the Store and display a list of recently
opened programs option. Or, to change the size of the list, click the
Customize button here, and in the Start menu size box toward the bot-
tom, adjust the Number of recent programs to display value. (If the sec-
tion is grayed out, it’s because the aforementioned Store and display
option is turned off.)
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All Programs

At the very bottom of the left column is a single entry, All Programs,
which contains the icons for the applications you’ve installed on your
PC, and is the most customizable area of the Start menu.

The items in the All Programs menu are shortcuts on your hard disk,
compiled from two sources. First, there are your personal shortcuts here:

C:\Users\{username\NAppData\Roaming\Microsoft\Windows\Start
Menu\Programs

and then there’s the common (or “All users”) folder here:
C:\ProgramData\Microsoft\Windows\Start Menu\Programs

Although you can drag and drop shortcuts in this list, it’s usually a
whole lot easier to work with the folders directly in Windows Explorer,
especially if you have a lot of things to change.

Resist the temptation to consolidate your personal Start
menu shortcuts and the All Users shortcuts. Among other
things, this can mess with applications that place shortcuts
in these locations automatically, and can cause problems like
the same program being run more than once each time you
start windows. Instead, just delete unwanted items from
both places, and add your own items only to your personal
Programs folder.

To remove the All Programs item from the Start menu, open the Group
Policy Object Editor (gpedit.msc, which is not present on the Vista
Home editions), and expand the branches to User Configuration\
Administrative Templates\Start Menu and Taskbar. Double-click Remove
All Programs list from the Start menu, select Enabled, and click OK.
You’ll have to log out and then log back in for this change to take effect.

You can customize some of the aspects of this menu by right-clicking an
empty area of the Start menu, selecting Properties, and then clicking
Customize. If you turn on the Enable context menus and dragging and
dropping option, you’ll be able to drag shortcuts and even right-click
them to customize them; turn off this option if you want them to stay
put. Next, turn on the Sort All Programs menu by name option to keep
the list sorted; or, if you turn it off, you can sort a single folder on the fly
by right-clicking any entry and selecting Sort by Name.

Search box

This is more than just a Search box; it’s also a quick and dirty replace-
ment for the Run window. You can type any program here—either the
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application name or the executable filename—and press Enter to run
the program. Or, type the first few letters of the program to launch, and
then click the desired entry in the search results above.

If you've started a search you want to cancel, click the blue x button to
the right of the search text field to get your Start menu back.

By default, search results here are limited to your personal documents,
items in your All Programs menu, and special locations like Control Panel.
To broaden your searches to include the entire index, right-click an empty
area of the Start menu, select Properties, and then click Customize. Scroll
down the list to the Search files branch, and select Search entire index. See
“Search Tricks,” later in this chapter, for details on the index.

Also in the Customize Start Menu window, you’ll find three other
search-related options. The first, Search, allows you to show or hide the
Search entry in the righthand column of the Start menu (discussed
shortly). The second, Search communications, includes email mail-
boxes and contacts from the Windows Mail program, and the third,
Search favorites and history, adds Internet Explorer bookmarks and
recently visited web sites to your searches. Turn off the latter two
options to speed up searches made from your Start menu.

The Picture Box

To change the picture, open the User Accounts page in Control Panel
(or just click the picture), and then click Change your picture. There’s
no way to remove the picture box—it’s also used to provide visual feed-
back as you hover the mouse over items in the righthand column, as dis-
cussed next—but you can click Browse for more pictures and then
choose a .bmp, .jpg, or .gif file of a solid color box if you want to de-
emphasize it.

You can, however, remove your name from beneath the picture by right-
clicking an empty area of the Start menu, selecting Properties, and then
clicking Customize. Under the Personal folder branch, select Don’t dis-
play this item, and then click OK.

Righthand column
You have control over everything in the right column, but not directly.

To get rid of any unwanted entries, right-click an empty area of the Start
menu, select Properties, and then click Customize. In the list you’ll find
each of these items—there are 15 in all—interspersed with settings that
affect other aspects of the Start menu. In most cases, just clear the
checkbox for the item, or if it’s shown as a folder here, just select Don’t
display this item to get rid of it.
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The only right-column entry you won'’t see in the Customize
as Start Menu window is Recent Items. To get rid of this entry,
¢ close the Customize Start Menu window, and turn off the
" Store and display a list of recently opened files option,
something you may want to do anyway for privacy and secu-
rity purposes.

Among these items is also the Run command, which you may choose to
hide even if you frequently use this feature. For one, the Search box,
discussed earlier in this section, is a more convenient “run” tool; just
type the filename or command you wish to run, and press Enter. Or, if
you want the drop-down list of recently run items, you can hold the
Windows logo key and R (Winkey+R) to open the Run window, even if
Run isn’t present in your Start menu.

Shut Down button
Last but not least is the red Shut Down button, which appears at the
bottom of the right column along with a Lock this computer button and
the tiny arrow that lets you switch users, restart, log off, put your PC to
sleep (see Chapter 5), and shut down.

A

By default, Windows puts your PC to sleep when you click
the red button. If you’d rather use this button to shut
s down your PC, see “Start Windows Instantly (Almost)” in
* Chapter 5.

To remove the Shut Down button et al., open the Group Policy editor
(gpedit.msc, which is not present on the Vista Home editions), and
expand the branches to User Configuration\Administrative Templates\
Start Menu and Taskbar. Double-click Remove and prevent access to the
Shut Down, Restart, Sleep, and Hibernate commands, select Enabled,
and click OK. You’ll have to log out and then log back in for this change
to take effect. Of course, once that’s done, the only way to shut down or
restart (necessary to undo the change) is to use the shutdown command-
line tool described in “Control Your PC Remotely,” in Chapter 7, or
press the physical power switch on your PC.

When all is said and done, you’ll have a leaner, cleaner Start menu that con-
tains only the items you actually want and use. If you like, you can basically
wipe the Start menu completely clean so that it looks like the one in
Figure 2-8, adorned only with the Search box and your custom picture.
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»  All Programs
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Figure 2-8. Minimalists may appreciate a clean, uncluttered Start menu like this one

Customize the Classic Start menu

The Classic Start menu style is not quite as flexible as the standard Vista
Start menu in terms of the items that can be removed, but it’s more flexible
in the custom items you can add to the top level. The Classic Start menu is
also simpler and smaller, and will feel more familiar to those coming from
Windows 2000 or Windows 98. Figure 2-9 shows a somewhat slimmed-
down Classic Start menu.

The Classic Start menu is divided into only three sections:

Custom programs
The space above the horizontal bar is a fully customizable free-for-all,
and somewhat of a saving grace for the Classic Start menu. In
Figure 2-9, there’s a single shortcut to Explorer, but you can place any
type of shortcut here, and even include folders for further organization.
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Figure 2-9. The Classic Start menu is simpler and cleaner than Vista’s standard Start
menu, but relies more heavily on overly jumpy cascading menus

These entries are merely the shortcuts stored in your personal Start
Menu folder:

C:\Users\{username\NAppData\Roaming\Microsoft\Windows\Start
Menu

and the common (or “All users”) folder here:
C:\ProgramData\Microsoft\Windows\Start Menu

To get to these folders quickly, right-click the Start button and select
Explore. Inside each of these locations is a Programs folder, containing
the items shown in the Programs menu, discussed next.

Programs

At the top of the lower section is a single entry, Programs, which is the
“classic” counterpart to the All Programs menu covered in the previous
section.

When there are too many items in the Programs menu to fit on the
screen, one of two things can happen. Either the menu “scrolls,” which
means you have to use the tiny arrows at the top and bottom of the menu
to navigate, or the items are clumsily spread across multiple columns. To
change this, right-click the Start button, select Properties, click Custom-
ize, and turn on or off the Scroll programs option. While you’re here, you
can also turn off the Use Personalized Menus option, which instructs
Windows to stop hiding program icons you haven’t used recently.
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Windows items
The remaining entries in the lower part of the Start menu are all seem-
ingly “hardcoded,” in that you can’t easily customize or hide most of
them.

To hide the Favorites or Log Off entries, right-click the Start button,
select Properties, click Customize, and turn off the Display favorites or
Display log off options, respectively. To remove any other entries here,
like Search or Run, open the Group Policy Object Editor (gpedit.msc,
which is not present on the Vista Home editions), and expand the
branches to User Configuration\Administrative Templates\Start Menu
and Taskbar. For instance, to remove the Documents menu, double-click
the Remove Documents icon from Start Menu entry, select Enabled,
and click OK.

If you hide the Documents menu, you may also want to
double-click the Do not keep history of recently opened
& .
s documents entry and select Enabled; this not only stops
* Windows from tracking what you do on your PC, but it
clears the history lists shown in some applications’ File —
Open and File — Save windows.

Close the Group Policy Object Editor when you’re done, and log out
and then back in again for the changes to take effect.

Clean Up the Tray

The notification area as Microsoft calls it—or more commonly, the tray—is
the box full of tiny icons on the far right side of your taskbar, next to the clock.

It made its first appearance in Windows 95, but it didn’t take long for most
trays to get cluttered with junk from every program installed on your PC.
And since Microsoft wasn’t too careful about establishing standards for the
icons put there, applications weren’t too careful about giving their customers
control over those icons. As a result, many applications won’t let you remove
their icons, and of those that do, the process is different for each one.

Microsoft snapped into action to solve the problem, and five years later
came up with the Hide inactive icons feature. To clean up your tray, right-
click an empty area of the taskbar, select Properties, and choose the Notifi-
cation Area tab. Turn on the Hide inactive icons option, and then click
Customize to open the Customize Notification Icons window shown in
Figure 2-10.
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Figure 2-10. If you don’t want to hide the tray completely, use this window to bury
unwanted clutter under a collapsible panel

The active icons in your tray appear under Current Items, while those that
have come and gone show up further down, under Past Items. To hide an
icon, highlight it in the list, and then select Hide in the Behavior column.
Click OK when you’re done; the change takes effect right away.

If you’ve hidden at least one icon, a little white arrow appears to the left of
the tray (meaning that you won’t save any space if you hide only one icon).
Just click the arrow to temporarily show hidden tray icons; move the mouse
away, and the arrow hides them again.

Tired of dealing with tray icons on a one-by-one basis? If you’re using the
Vista Business or Ultimate edition, you can turn off the tray completely.
Open the Group Policy Object Editor (gpedit.msc, which is not present on
the Vista Home editions), and expand the branches to User Configuration\
Administrative Templates\Start Menu and Taskbar. Double-click Hide the
notification area, select Enabled, and click OK. You’ll have to log out and
then log back in for this change to take effect.
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Make Your Own Windows Startup Logo

The pompous Microsoft Windows Vista logo that appears for the 30 sec-
onds or so it takes to boot your computer can be replaced with any image
you choose; it just takes a little hacking.

First, find an image you’d like to use. It can be a photo you took with a digi-
tal camera or a picture you got off the Web. When you’ve got one, use your
favorite image-editing application—or, barring that, Vista’s Paint program
(mspaint.exe)—to convert the file to the .bmp format. You’ll actually need
two .bmp files, one resized to 800x 600 and the other resized to 1024 x 768,
but both must have a 24-bit color depth. (If your photo doesn’t conform to
the 4:3 aspect ratio, you’ll need to crop it or add padding so that it does.)

Next, download and install the free Vista Boot Logo Generator from http://
www.computa.co.uk/staff/dan/. (Note that at the time of this writing, this
program only works with the 32-bit edition of Vista.) Start the program,
click Browse for image on the left side, and locate the 800x 600 .bmp file
you just made. Then, click Browse for image on the right side, and locate
the 1024 x 768 version. When that’s done, select File - Save Boot Screen
File As, name the file winload.exe.mui (the default) and save it to your desk-
top, and then close the Vista Boot Logo Generator.

Open Windows Explorer and navigate to the CA\Windows\System32\en-US\
folder (if you’re not using the United States—English edition of Windows
Vista, choose the appropriate folder in place of en-US). Take ownership of
the winload.exe.mui file in this folder, as described in “Set Permissions for a
File or Folder” in Chapter 8, and then rename it to winload.exe.mui.backup.

Now that the original file is out of the way, drag your custom winload.exe.mui
file into the C:\Windows\System32\en-US\ folder.

There’s one more step: open the Start menu, type msconfig in the Search
box, and press Enter to open the System Configuration window. Choose the
Boot tab, and from the Boot options section, turn on the No GUI boot
option. Click OK and then close the System Configuration window when
you’re done.

To try out your new boot screen, restart Windows!

See “Start Windows Instantly (Almost),” in Chapter 5, for other settings that
determine how long the startup logo appears on screen, and “Customize the
Welcome Screen Background,” in Chapter 8, for a related hack.
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Working with Files and Folders

What is Windows Explorer if not a file manager at heart? Sure, the Start
menu is a home-base of sorts, but the desktop and your folders are basically
there to store your stuff. When it comes to copying, moving, renaming,
deleting, and opening files, Explorer is where it’s at. The rest of this chapter
includes topics on tweaking Vista’s file management features so you can
work with your stuff without getting so annoyed.

Why It Takes So Long to Copy Files

Most people first realize that something is wrong with Vista when they try to
copy or move files, and they see the little green progress window shown in
Figure 2-11. It'd be understandable to see this window on screen for a
minute or two if you’re copying a lot of data, but should it really take three
full minutes to move one small file, or eight minutes to delete another?

-
= Calculating time remaining... ==

Copying 1 item (13.0 MB)

from Latest (C\Users\Cory\Video: to Desktop (Ch\Users\Cony
Calculating time remaining...

(™) More infarmation

L o

Figure 2-11. Seen this window a lot lately? This tiny “Green Ribbon of Death” is one of
the signs that not all is right in the world of Vista

This is one of two “Green Ribbons of Death” in Windows Vista, the other
being the larger progress bar—the one dissected in Chapter 6—that
appears at the top of the Windows Explorer window in the address bar/path
box. So, what’s going on?

It turns out that several things can cause Windows Explorer to take a long time
copying, moving, or deleting files, and some of them are actually legitimate.

First, Windows Explorer takes time to examine the files and folders you’re
copying, moving, etc., and checks—ahead of time—to see whether there
are any conflicts, such as existing files in the destination folder or security
issues that need your attention. That’s why you’ll see Vista’s nifty confirma-
tion window (Figure 2-12) just once for 34 conlflicts, rather than the 34 indi-
vidual confirmations you’d have to endure in earlier versions of Windows.
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= Copy and Replace
Replace the file in the destination folder with the file you are copying:

DAK_10186.jpg
DAK_10186 (D:4Photos)
Size: 344 KB

Date modified: 9/28/2007 3:33 PM

= Don't copy
MNao files will be changed. Leave this file in the destination folder:

DAK_10186.jpg
DAK_ 10186 (Ch\Users\Cony\Desktop)
Size: 344 KB

Date modified: 9/28/2007 3:33 PM

= Copy, but keep both files
The file you are copying will be renamed "DAK_10186 (2) jpg"

e 4

Figure 2-12. This handy new confirmation window lets you deal with all the conflicts at
once, rather than having to click through a bunch of windows, but it ends up causing
other problems

The confirmation window in Figure 2-12 is actually quite
nice because of all the choices you get. If you're copying
media files (e.g., photos, videos, PDF documents), you’ll see
thumbnail previews to aid your decision; you can even right-
click the thumbnails directly in this window if you want to
work with the files without interrupting the file operation.
What’s more, you can choose to copy or move the file with-
out replacing the original, renaming it instead to avoid the
conflict.

The downside is that Explorer must delay your file operation while it pre-
pares the confirmation window; depending on what it encounters along the
way, this can take forever.

One of the main reasons for the delay is a side effect of User Account
Control, the same security “feature” that turns the screen black for an
moment before asking your permission to make a change to your system.
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Naturally, Vista has to examine each file you’re copying to make sure you
have permission to copy it, and then examine the destination to make
sure you have permission to put the file there. See “Control User Account
Control,” in Chapter 8, for some ways to ease up the restrictions.

Likewise, if you’re copying files over a network, Windows has to do some
security reconnaissance, and depending on the speed of your network con-
nection, this can take even longer.

But security checks alone aren’t responsible for Vista’s abysmal perfor-
mance in this area; there’s also the matter of thumbnails. As described in
“Green Ribbon of Death” in Chapter 6, there are a few common problems
that can cause Windows Explorer to hang or even crash, and if one of these
things hobbles the instance of Explorer you’re using, the progress dialog
(shown previously in Figure 2-11) can just sit there for what seems like an
eternity. Once you’ve fixed the problems outlined in Chapter 6, the copy-
ing, moving, or deleting should go much faster.

Slicker Ways to Select Files

Why drag 17 files individually when you can select and drag them all at
once? For one, it’s tremendously aggravating to select the first 16 files, and
then lose the selection with an errant click in the wrong place.

Selecting files is an art form, or at least it would be in a much more boring
world than ours. Here are some slick ways to select multiple files in Windows
Explorer:

Rubber bands
Need to select a cluster of files? Click in an empty area near the first file
and then draw a box around the others to select them all in a single
swoop, as shown in Figure 2-13.

Keyboard and mouse
As described in “Who Doesn’t Love Keyboard Shortcuts?,” earlier in
this chapter, you can hold the Ctrl key to select files one-by-one, or hold
the Shift key to select a range of files. Just be careful not to drag the files
while holding Ctrl, lest you inadvertently create copies of them all.

Keyboard alone
While holding the Ctrl key, move through a list of files with the up and
down arrow keys. When the dotted rectangle surrounds a file you want,
press the Space bar to select it.
Or, to select a range of files, use the arrow keys to find the first file; then,

hold Shift while you expand the selection with the arrow keys. Thereafter,
you can even use the Ctrl key to select and deselect individual items.
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Figure 2-13. It’s dead simple, but rubber bands—or “selection rectangles,” as they like to
be called—allow you to select a cluster of files in one quick step

Filespec
In the Search box in the top-right of the Explorer window, type a
filespec—a pattern you choose—to filter the list and show only the
matching files. Filespecs typically contain ordinary characters (letters
and numbers) along with wildcards, like the question mark (?) and the
asterisk (*), which represent any single character or any number of char-
acters, respectively.

For instance, type *.txt to show only files with the .txt filename exten-
sion, or v?2?.* to show files of any type that start with v and have only
three letters in the filename.

In a moment or two, Windows Explorer will show only the files that
match your filespec, at which point you can press Ctrl-A to select them
all. Most of the time, this is a whole lot faster—not to mention more
accurate—than trying to select the files by hand. See “Search Tricks,”
later in this chapter, for more information.
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Checkboxes
You like clicking checkboxes? In Windows Explorer, click the Organize
drop-down, select Folder and Search Options, and then turn on the Use
check boxes to select items option. Click OK, and your folder now
looks like Figure 2-14; then, click the checkbox next to any file to select
it without holding down any keys or worrying about clicking in the
wrong place.

-, f | | ( 3

DAK_7181... DAK_7182.. DAK 7183.. DAK7184.. DAK 7185.. DAK 7186.. DAK 7187.. DAIK 718%...

DAK_7189... DAK_ 7190... DAK 7191... DAK 7182.JP DAK_7193... DAK
G

DAK 7194 .JPG
Type: JPEG Image

Date taken: 4/4/2007 6:50 PM
Rating: Unrated

Dimensions: 3872 x 2592

Size: 417 MB

DAK_7197... DAK_7198... DAK 7199.. DAK_7200.. DAK 7201.. DAK_7202..

Figure 2-14. Windows Explorer lets you use checkboxes to select items

Take Charge of Drag-Drop

The “desktop metaphor” used as the basis for the interface in Windows Vista
revolves around a handful of concepts, one of the most basic being that you
can drag an item with the mouse to move it from one place to another.

But when dragging produces inconsistent results, the whole system starts to
break down; unfortunately, that’s the case in Vista.

Depending on where the item currently lives and where you’re trying to put it,
a variety of things can happen. The good news is that with an understanding of
what’s happening, combined with the visual cues you get from Windows
Explorer, you can predict what will happen every single time you drag and
drop. What’s more, you can use some basic tricks to change what happens.

Here are the basic drag-drop rules by which Vista lives:
* If you drag an object from one place to another on the same physical
drive (C:\docs to C:\files), Windows moves the object.

* If you drag an object from one physical drive to another physical drive
(C:\docs to D:Yfiles), Windows copies the object, resulting in two identi-
cal files on your PC.
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* If you drag an object from one place to another in the same folder, Win-
dows does nothing.

* If you drag an object into the Recycle Bin, Windows moves the file into
the Recycle Bin folder, where it is eventually deleted.

* If you drag an object into a ZIP folder anywhere, Windows copies the
file. (See “Zip It Up,” later in this chapter.)

* If you drag certain system objects, such as Control Panel icons, any-
where else, Windows makes shortcuts to those items.

* If you drag any file onto an application executable (.exe) file, Windows
opens the target application and then sends a signal to the application
to open the dropped document. See “File Type Associations,” in
Chapter 3, for details.

That’s about it. It used to be that Windows did different things with differ-
ent types of files, such as creating a shortcut any time you dragged an .exe
file, but thankfully, those days are over.

Now, here’s how to override those rules:

Always copy. To copy an object, hold the Ctrl key while dragging. If you
press Ctrl before you click, Windows assumes you’re still selecting files
(explained in the previous section), so make sure to press it only after
you’ve started dragging but before you let go of the mouse button. (The
exceptions are system objects, like Control Panel icons, that cannot be
copied.)

Duplicate an object. Hold the Ctrl key while dragging an object from one
part of a folder to another part of the same folder.

Always move. To move an object, hold the Shift key while dragging. Like-
wise, if you press Shift before you click, Windows assumes you’re still
selecting files, so make sure to press it only after you've started drag-
ging but before you let go. (Of course, system objects and read-only
files, like those on a CD, cannot be moved.)

Always create a shortcut. To create a shortcut to an object under any situa-
tion, hold the Alt key while dragging.

Choose on the fly. To choose what happens to dragged files each time with-
out having to press any keys, drag your files with the right mouse but-
ton, and a special menu like the one in Figure 2-15 will appear when
you drop the files. This context menu is especially helpful, because it
will display only options appropriate to the type of object you’re drag-
ging and the place where you’ve dropped it.
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Figure 2-15. Drag files with the right mouse button for more control

To help you predict what will happen, even if you haven’t memorized the
rules, Windows changes the mouse cursor to indicate what it intends to do.
While dragging an item, press and release the Ctrl, Shift, and Alt keys and
watch Windows change the cursors in real time. As illustrated by
Figure 2-16, you’ll see a small plus sign whenever you’re copying, a straight
arrow when moving, or a curved arrow when creating a shortcut. This visual
feedback is very important; it can eliminate a lot of stupid mistakes if you
pay attention to it.

There’s no way to set the default action for dragging and therefore no way to
avoid using keystrokes or the right mouse button to achieve the desired
results. Even if there were a way to change the default behavior, you proba-
bly wouldn’t want to do it; imagine if someone else sat down at your com-
puter and started dragging icons: oh, the horror.

Make a mistake? Press Ctrl-Z to undo most types of file operations. If you're
not sure what the last file operation was, open Windows Explorer. Then
right-click an empty area of the folder and hover the mouse over the Undo
menu item. Depending on the last action you took, the menu item will read
Undo Copy, Undo Move, Undo Rename, or Undo Delete. Additionally, if
you have the Status bar visible (press the Alt key to show the menu and then
select View — Status bar), Explorer will usually explain what you’re about
to undo.
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Figure 2-16. Windows Explorer provides visual feedback to let you know what’s going to
happen when you drop a file

Copy or Move to a Specified Path

Dragging and dropping is generally the quickest and easiest way to copy or
move files and folders from one place to another. Typically, though, it helps
if the source and destination folders are both visible at the same time. But
what if they’re not?

Solution 1: Drag patiently

In Windows Explorer, navigate to the source folder. Next, drag one or more
items over the tree pane on the left, then hover the mouse cursor over the
visible branch of the destination folder, and Explorer will automatically
expand the branch. You can also hover near the top or bottom of the Navi-
gation pane to scroll up or down, respectively.

If the destination folder you’re looking for is buried several layers deep,
you’ll have to wait for Explorer to expand each level. This requires a steady
hand and a lot of patience.
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Solution 2: Use cut, copy, and paste

Select the file(s) you want to copy, right-click, and select Copy to copy the
items or Cut to move them. (Or, to use the keyboard, press Ctrl-C or Ctrl-V,
respectively, as described in “Who Doesn’t Love Keyboard Shortcuts?,” earlier.

A s
)

When you cut a file, its icon appears faded (as though it were

a hidden file) until you paste it somewhere, or abandon the

1kt operation. (Abandoning a cut operation does not delete the

* file, by the way.) Explorer makes no visual distinction for
files you copy.

Next, open the destination folder, right-click an empty area, and select Paste
(or press Ctrl-V).

Solution 3: Use a third-party add-on

If you’re not satisfied with the tools Windows Explorer provides, you can
use one of the tools that comes with Creative Element Power Tools (http:/
www.creativelement.com/powertools/). In the Creative Element Power Tools
Control Panel, turn on the Copy or Move files anywhere tool, and click
Accept.

Then, right-click any file or folder, select Move To or Copy To, and then
type or point to the destination folder. You can also create new folders on
the fly and duplicate paths in the destination folder; the software even
remembers the last dozen destinations you specified.

More Ways to Rename Files

Renaming files is just as common as copying or moving, but it can end up
being a much more tedious task in Windows Explorer.

In its simplest form, Explorer’s rename feature works like this: highlight a
file, wait a fraction of a second to avoid double-clicking, then click the file-
name. When the text field appears, type a new name and then press Enter to
rename the file. You can also right-click and select Rename, or highlight the
object and press the F2 key.

Then, do it 39 more times to rename all 40 files.

Solution 1: Select multiple files in Explorer

If you press F2 when more than one file is selected in Windows Explorer,
only one file—the active file—gets a text field for you to type in. Nothing
will happen to the other selected files, at least not yet.
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The active file is important, since its name is used as a template to rename
the other selected files. If the file marked as active is not the one you want to
use, hit Esc, and then hold the Ctrl key while clicking another file. If the
new file was highlighted, it will become deselected—in this case, just Ctrl-
click the file once more to reselect it. Then, press F2 again to show the text

field.

Rename the active file as desired, and press Enter when you’re done. The
active file keeps its new name, and then Explorer assigns the same name—
plus a number, in parenthesis—to all the other files. Table 2-2 shows what
happens when you rename files this way.

Table 2-2. What happens when you try to rename multiple files in Explorer

0ld filename New filename

My file.doc (the active file) The Penske File.rtf
Grandma.jpg The Penske File (1).jpg
Readme.1st The Penske File (2).1st
Purchases.mdb The Penske file (3).mdb
Chapter 2 (a folder) The Penske File (4)

Although Explorer doesn’t show you a preview of your new filenames, you
can undo a multiple rename operation as easily as a single rename operation
by pressing Ctrl-Z once for each file that was renamed. Want to undo a sin-
gle rename of 17 files? You’ll need to press Ctrl-Z 17 times.

Solution 2: Use the Command Prompt

An alternative is to use the ren command (see Chapter 9), either directly from
the Command Prompt (cmd.exe), or from a batch file or PowerShell script.

First, use the cd command, also explained in Chapter 9, to change the work-
ing directory to the folder containing the files you wish to rename. For
example, type:

cd c:\stuff

to change to the C:\stuff folder. If the folder name contains a space, enclose
it in quotation marks, like this:

cd "c:\Progam Files\stuff"
Next, use the ren command to rename the file; the general syntax is:
ren source destination

where both source and destination can be any combination of permissible
characters and wildcards. Two wildcards are allowed: an asterisk (*), which is
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used to match any number of characters, and a question mark (?), which
is used to match only a single character. For example:

Rename a single file
ren oldfile.txt newfile.txt

Change the extension of all .txt files to .doc
ren *.txt *.doc

Rename the first part of a filename without changing the extension
ren document.* documentation.*

Remove the extensions of all files in the folder
ren * ¥ k¥,
Change the first letter of all files in a folder to “b”
Ten * ¥ b ¥
Add a zero in front of numbered chapter files (note the quotation marks)
ren "chapter ??.wpd" "chapter0??.wpd"
Rename all files with an “s” in the fourth position so that a “t” appears there
instead
Ten 2225k .k 222tk K
Truncate the filenames of all files in the folder so that only the first four char-
acters are used

Now, using wildcards takes a bit of practice and patience. The more you do
it, the better intuitive sense you’ll have of how to phrase a rename opera-
tion. To make things simpler, try issuing several successive ren commands
instead of trying to squeeze all your changes into a single step.

If a naming conflict occurs, the ren command never overwrites a file. For
example, if you try to rename Lisa.txt to Bart.txt, and there’s already
another file called Bart.txt, ren just displays an error.

Solution 3: Use a third-party add-on

Got a lot of files to rename? Use Power Rename, part of Creative Element
Power Tools (http://www.creativelement.com/powertools/). To use the tool,
open the Creative Element Power Tools Control Panel, turn on the Rename
files with ease option, and click Accept.

Then, highlight any number of files to rename, right-click, and select Power
Rename. Or, open the Power Rename utility (Figure 2-17) and drag-drop
the files onto the window.

Select the renaming criteria to your right. The first option, As Specified, allows
you to type a file specification with wildcards, as described previously, but the
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Figure 2-17. Power Rename makes it much easier to rename many files at once

real power lies in With Operation, and the operations that follow. For
instance, you can insert text anywhere, remove text (crop), search and
replace text, add numbering, and even fix numbered codes in files down-
loaded from the Web.

Turn on the Show what files will look like option to see a live preview of the
filenames as you adjust the options. When you’re done, click Accept to
rename the files.

Delete In-Use Files

Sometimes Vista won’t let you delete a file, which is stupid because it’s your
PC and you should be able to delete anything you want. So there.

Of course, there are times when Vista does know better than you, and pre-
vents you from deleting files that are currently in use to avoid causing
crashes or data loss. An in-use file could be a document that’s currently
open, a program executable that’s currently running, or a folder locked by a
running application.

Most of the time, you can get around this by closing the application or
restarting Windows, but it’s not always that easy.

For instance, if the program has crashed, you’ll need to use Task Manager to
end the process; see “What to Do When a Program Crashes,” in Chapter 6,
for details. Or, if the program is actually a Windows service, you’ll need to
use the Services window (services.msc) to stop the service before you’ll be
allowed to delete the file.
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There are times when Windows won’t let you delete a file,
not because it’s in use, but because you don’t have permis-
sion. See “Permissions and Security,” in Chapter 8—particu-
larly the section on taking ownership of a file—for details.

But what if the file you’re trying to delete is part of a virus? Or what if you
know the file isn’t open, but Vista still won’t let you delete it?

Solution 1: Use the Command Prompt

Windows Vista has a special way to get to the Command Prompt without
loading most of the rest of the operating system, not to mention any applica-
tions or services (or viruses) that can come along for the ride. See “What to Do
When Windows Won’t Start,” in Chapter 6, for details on getting to the Safe
Mode with Command Prompt, one of the options in Windows’ F8 menu.

Once you’re there, use the del command (see Chapter 9) to delete the file.

When that’s done, close the Command Prompt window, or type exit and
press Enter to restart your PC and load Windows.

If you don’t want to use the Command Prompt, you can use another little-
known trick that takes advantage of a feature used by application installers
to replace program files.

First, open Windows Explorer and navigate to your CA\Windows folder.

and type the following line at the top:

[rename]

exception of the [rename] line; any other lines you see here would’ve been
added by a recent application installation.)

Under the [rename] section header, type the following line:
NUL=c:\folder\filename.ext

where c:\folder\filename.ext is the full path and filename of the file you wish
to delete. You can specify as many files here as you want, one on each line.

To replace a file rather than simply deleting it, the syntax is a little different:

c:\folder\existing.ext=c:\folder\replacement.ext
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where c:\folder\existing.ext is the full path and filename of the file you’re
trying to replace, and c:\folder\replacement.ext is the full path and file-
name of the new file to take its place. If the file specified on the right side of
the equals sign doesn’t exist, then the existing.ext file will be moved/
renamed to c:\folder\replacement.ext.

When you’re done, save the file, close Notepad, and restart Windows. The files
will be deleted or replaced as you’ve specified during the startup procedure.

Zip It Up

The late Phil Katz conceived of the ZIP file format at his mother’s kitchen
table in 1986, and soon thereafter wrote a little program called PKZip.
Although his program, capable of encapsulating and compressing any num-
ber of ordinary files and folders into a single archive file, was not the first of
its type, it quickly became a standard and ended up revolutionizing the
transfer and storage of computer data.

ZIP files work somewhat like folders in that they “contain” files, so it’s not
surprising that they’re represented as folders in Windows Explorer. But a
ZIP file is typically smaller than the sum of its contents, thanks to the ZIP
compression scheme. (Of course, other standards, like RAR, offer much bet-
ter compression, but Vista doesn’t support .rar files without a third-party
utility.)

For example, a folder with 10 spreadsheet documents might consume 8 MB
of disk space, but when zipped, might only consume 3 MB (or even less).
The level of compression varies with the type of data being compressed;
zipped text documents can be as small as 4 or 5% of the size of the original
source files, but since movies and images are already compressed, they’ll
only compress to 95 to 98% of their original size, if that.

R
s

This compression makes ZIP files great for sending over the

Internet, since smaller files can be sent faster. The ZIP

4+ archive format also has built-in error checking, so if you find

" that certain files are getting corrupted when you email them
or send them through a web site, try zipping them up to
“protect” them.

To open a ZIP file, just double-click it. You can extract files from ZIP
archives by dragging them out of the ZIP folder window. You can also right-
click a ZIP file and select Extract All, but you’ll have to deal with a more
cumbersome wizard interface.
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Create a new ZIP file by right-clicking on an empty portion of the desktop or
any open folder, and selecting New — Compressed (zipped) folder. (The
name here is actually misleading, since ZIP archives are actually files and not
folders.) Then, add files or folders to the ZIP by simply dragging them onto
the icon or the open ZIP window.

Another way to do this is to right-click a folder or a group of files, select
Send To, and then select Compressed (zipped) folder. This is especially
convenient, as there’s no wizard or other interface to get in the way: if you
send the CompuGlobalHyperMegaNet folder to a ZIP file, Windows com-
presses the folder’s contents into a new CompuGlobalHyperMegaNet.zip file,
stored alongside the source folder.

All of this is possible because Windows Vista supports the ZIP format right
out of the box. (For years, this wasn’t the case because Katz reportedly
despised Windows, which may explain why Windows XP, released a year
after his death, was the first version of Windows to support ZIP files with-
out a third-party program.)

Unfortunately, there are drawbacks to Windows Explorer’s built-in support
for ZIP files. For example, it can interfere with searches, as described in
“Search Tricks,” later in this chapter. It can also interfere with third-party
ZIP tools like WinZip (http://www.winzip.com), which adds more features
and, ironically, better integration with Explorer’s own context menus. But
the biggest problem is that, by default, Vista displays each ZIP file like a
folder, which can make a big mess if you have a folder full of ’em.

Unfortunately, there’s no way to get Windows Explorer to treat ZIP files like
files without disabling the ZIP feature altogether. But if you want to do it,
here’s how.

Turn off ZIP support (the easy way)

Download the vistaunzip.reg file at hitp://www.annoyances.orglexec/download/
vistaunzip.reg, and save it to your desktop. Double-click the vistaunzip.reg
file, click Continue (if prompted), then click Yes, and then click OK in the
final confirmation window. Restart Windows for the change to take effect.

If you want to turn ZIP support back on, download vistazip.reg from http://
www.annoyances.org/exec/download/vistazip.reg, and double-click it as just

described.

If you’re interested in trying out the Registry hack by hand, see the “Turn
Off ZIP Support (the Hard Way)” sidebar, next.
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Turn Off ZIP Support (the Hard Way)

If you’d rather disable Vista’s built-in ZIP support by hand than have to
download files, follow these steps:

1. Open the Registry Editor (see Chapter 3).

2. Expand the branches to HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\CLSID.

3. Delete these two keys in this branch:

{E88DCCE0-B7B3-11d1-A9FO-00AAOO60FA31}
{0CD7A5C0-9F37-11CE-AE65-08002B2E1262}

4. When you’re done, close Registry Editor and then restart Windows for
the change to take effect.

Customize Drive and Folder Icons

There may come a time when you get a little sick of the generic icons used for
drives and folders in Windows Explorer. Now, you’ve probably figured out
that you can create a shortcut to any drive or folder, choose a pretty icon, and
place it on the desktop or in another convenient location. Unfortunately, the
icon you choose is just for the shortcut; the target object always looks the same.

Here are some ways to give your folders and drives a more custom look.

Solution 1: Choose an icon for a drive

Using the functionality built in to Windows’ CD auto-insert notification fea-
ture—functionality that allows Windows to determine the name and icon of
a CD as soon as it’s inserted in the reader (see “Search Tricks,” later in this
chapter)—there’s a simple way to customize the icons of all your drives,
including flash drives and USB hard disks:

1. Open a plain-text editor, such as Notepad.
2. Type the following:

[autorun]

icon=filename, number
where filename is the name of the file containing the icon, and number is
the index of the icon to use (leave number blank or specify 0 [zero] to use
the first icon in the file, 1 for the second, and so on).

3. Save the file as Autorun.inf and place it in the root directory of the hard
disk, flash drive, or CD/DVD you wish to customize.

4. This change will take effect the next time you view it in Windows
Explorer; press the F5 key to refresh the display and read the new icons.
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Solution 2: Chose an icon for a folder

You can customize the icon for an individual folder with this procedure:

1.

Open a plain-text editor, such as Notepad.

2. Type the following:

[.ShellClassInfo]

IconFile=filename

IconIndex=number
where filename is the name of the file containing the icon, and number is
the index of the icon to use; leave the IconIndex line out or specify 0
(zero) to use the first icon in the file, 1 for the second, and so on. Note
the dot (.) in [.ShellClassInfo].

. Save the file as desktop.ini and place it directly in the folder you wish to

customize.

N
If there’s already a file by that name, you can replace it with
your version, but it’s better to open the existing file and add

aqs
[N

% the [.ShellClassInfo] text to it.

. Next, open a Command Prompt window (cmd.exe), and type the fol-

lowing at the prompt:

attrib +s foldername
where foldername is the full path of the folder containing the desktop.ini
file (i.e., C:\docs). This command turns on the System attribute for the
folder (not the desktop.ini file), something you can’t do in Explorer; see
Chapter 9 for details.

. Close the Command Prompt window when you’re done. You’'ll have to

close and reopen the Explorer or single-folder window to see the change
(pressing F5 usually won’t do it).

Solution 3: Choose the default icon for all folders

The more global and far-reaching a change is, the more likely it is to be diffi-
cult or impossible to accomplish without some serious tinkering in the Reg-
istry. An example are the icons used by some of the seemingly hardcoded
objects in Windows, such as the icons used for ordinary, generic folders.

1.

Open the Registry Editor (see Chapter 3).

2. Expand the branches to HKEY_CLASSES ROOT\Folder\DefaultIcon (you

can also choose a generic drive icon by going to HKEY_CLASSES ROOT\
Drive\DefaultIcon).
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3. Double-click the (Default) value in the right pane. This value contains
the full path and filename of the file containing the icon, followed by a
comma, and then a number specifying the index of the icon to use (0
being the first icon, 1 being the second, and so on). The file you use can
be an icon file (.ico), a bitmap (.bmp), a .dll file, an application execut-
able (.exe), or any other file containing a valid icon.

R

ey The default icon for folders is %SystemRoot%\System32\

:‘,‘ shell32.d11,3, and the default for drives is %SystemRoot%\
* Qkiy System32\shell32.dll,8.

4. When you’re done, close the Registry Editor. You may have to log out
and then log back in for this change to take effect.

Search Tricks

Most of us rely on the Windows Search tool on a daily basis to find and
organize files. It’s a tremendously powerful tool, but if you leave its defaults
intact, you’ll be missing out on a lot of its potential.

Vista’s Search tool is easy to use: just click the Search box in the upper-right
corner of any Windows Explorer window and type a few letters of what
you’re seeking; the search results will show up below in a few moments.

When you initiate a search, Windows doesn’t start looking through all of
your folders and files. Rather, it merely runs your query against its own
index of files, much like Internet search engines such as Google or Yahoo!.
But, just like search engines, Vista’s search results can be out of date, to the
point of omitting some files or including others that have since been deleted.

The good news is that you can customize Vista’s Search feature to include
more files, get your results sooner, and even make search results more
accurate.

The bad news is that the settings that affect searches are scattered across five
different windows, so it’s somewhat difficult to see the big picture when
choosing search options.

Build a good index

If you want to improve your searches, the best place to start is with the
indexing feature itself. In Control Panel, open the Indexing Options win-
dow to show the folders in which Windows currently looks for files. Click
Modify to open the Indexed Locations window shown in Figure 2-18.
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& Indexed Locations @

Change selected locations

[ ﬁ, Boot (C:)

I = Cache (H:)

I =y Documents (E:)

& Offine Files

I = Photos &Music (D:)

Summary of selected locations

Induded Locations Exdude
%Boot {C:)

—aCache (H:)

(aDocuments (E:)

% offine Files

—aPhotos & Music (D:)

¥ Show all locations . [ OK H Cancel ]

. ",

Figure 2-18. Use the Indexed Locations window to instruct Windows to include more
folders in your searches

Here, place a checkmark next to each folder to include in the index; you can
index an entire drive, or use the tiny arrows to expand branches and index
only certain subfolders. (If the Show all locations button is available at the
bottom of the window, click it now to have full reign over your hard disk.)

By default, only your personal files are indexed. But if you plan on hacking
up Vista as described elsewhere in this book, you may want to index your
entire drive. This will make it easier to find .exe files in the Windows folder,
for instance, but doing so will increase the size of the index, which may slow
down the rest of your searches.

For privacy purposes, you may wish to exclude certain folders by clearing
their checkboxes. You can further speed up searches by also excluding fold-
ers you don’t need to search. All the folders you’ve included or excluded
appear in the Summary of selected locations section.

Click OK when you’ve selected folders to index, but you’re not done yet.
Next, click the Advanced button to open the Advanced Options window.
Most of the options shown here are fairly self-explanatory, but what may
not be obvious is that Windows won’t index many file types unless you
select them by hand in the File Types tab, shown in Figure 2-19.
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Index Settings | File Types
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[ || blf File Properties filter |
iblg File Properties filter
[ i File Properties filter
&5E bmp Ml filter
T book File Properties filter
2 bpdx File Properties filter
'!gbprc File Properties filter
[E1| bsc Mull filter
[l | |btr File Properties filter
@bw File Properties filter
| bwf File Properties filter
kel bwz File Properties filter =
| = e — - i o

How should this file be indexed?

@) Index Properties Only

() Index Properties and File Contents

Add new extension

L. r

Figure 2-19. Windows won'’t index many types of files unless you specifically enable
indexing for them here

Just place a checkmark next to each file type you want to index; if you're
serious about getting complete results, you’ll want to check them all. Why?
Say you’re looking for a DLL file in the Windows\System32 folder and you
decide to use the Search tool to find the file. So, you click the Search box
and type, say, mapi32.dll. Now, if DLL files aren’t indexed, the search
results will be empty, erroneously indicating that the file doesn’t exist!

Of course, the more file types you index, the larger the index becomes, and
the longer your searches might take. One way to mitigate this is to select the
Index Properties Only option, but this will only take you so far.

You see, the Filter Description column shows you exactly how much Vista
knows about any particular file; if it says File Properties filter or Null filter—
as it does for DLL files— Windows is able to index the file’s name, date,
and size, but not much else. Only if it says something more specific, such
as Plain Text filter for text files, or Microsoft Office Filter for Excel
spreadsheets, will Windows bother opening the file to index its contents.
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So, even if you select the Index Properties and File Contents option here,
you won’t be indexing the contents of that many files.

When you’re done, click OK, and then close the Indexing Options window.
Although the settings will take effect right away, it’'ll take some time for
Windows to rebuild the index to the point where these settings will make
any difference in search results. (It could be minutes or days, depending on
what you’ve selected.)

Search outside the index

Vista’s search index makes searches much faster, but at a price: the search
results are often incomplete. This is particularly true on removable drives;
even though you may’ve instructed Windows to index these drives, it won’t
do so when they’re not connected, and may even purge the index of their
contents when you disconnect them.

Not that big a deal, right?

Wrong. When you conduct a search on a location that’s supposed to be in
the index, yet contains no indexed files, your searches will turn up empty.
This means you can be looking at a folder full of files, say, that start with s,
but when you type s*.* in the Search box, you get nothing.

The solution is to click the Advanced Search button under the Search box.
You don’t see Advanced Search? When the search is complete, scroll to the
bottom of the search results, and under Did you find what you were search-
ing for?, click Advanced Search. Or, if you don’t want to wait for the search
to finish, click the Search Tools drop-down, select Search Pane, and then
click Advanced Search.

Once the Advanced Search pane (Figure 2-20) is open, turn on the Include
non-indexed, hidden, and system files (might be slow) option, and then
watch as Windows populates your window with up-to-date search results.

Unfortunately, there’s no way to instruct Windows to automatically search
non-indexed files when you’re looking at an indexed location, but there are
two different workarounds. For one, you can tell Windows to abandon the
index altogether; in Control Panel, open Folder Options, choose the Search
tab, and turn on the Don’t use the Index when searching the file system
(might be slow) option.

But a better choice is to simply exclude removable drives and folders from
your index, as described earlier in this section. When you search an explic-
itly excluded folder, Windows automatically skips the index and searches
the actual files therein.

80 | Chapter2: Shell Tweaks



[= [ B i)

Q\\:). ‘ o » Search Results - | &,‘ | Search o]
‘ Show only: E-mail Document  Picture  Music Other Advanced Searchi{\ ‘|
Location [9'_' Boot (C1) - Name Specify name

[pate = [any =] [or28/2007

s

[@] Include non-indexed, hidden, and system files {might be slow)

To begin, type in the search box

Currently searching: Boot (C:)
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Authors  Add an author
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Figure 2-20. Open the Advanced Search pane so you can search outside the index and get

more complete search results

Other search tips

Who’s in the mood for some advanced search syntax? Here are some help-
ful shortcuts you can type right in the Search box.

To accomplish this:

Find files containing multiple terms in any order
Find files containing an exact phrase

Find files with at least one of the search terms
Exclude a search term

Combine operators

Look only in filenames, not file contents
Search by filename extension

Show all files in all subfolders

Find files newer than a certain date
Find files in a date range

Find files matching a general date

Find files of a certain size

Search metadata

Search music by tag

Type this in the Search box:
bottomless peanut bag
“bottomless peanut bag”
peanuts OR pecans OR cashews
peanuts NOT filberts

(peanuts OR filberts) AND (almonds OR hazelnuts) NOT
cashews

name: shiny

*Jjpg

modified: >01/12/1997

(modified: >09/20/2002) AND (modified: <12/20/2002)
modified: 2007

(size: >10 MB) AND (size: <20 MB)

author: “Hoban Washburne”

kind: music artist: (“Carbon Leaf” OR “Nerf Herder”)

R
s

XS
[
N

Note that Boolean operators AND, OR, and NOT must
\ appear in uppercase. Also, as you can see, the AND opera-
Wit tor is more or less optional; it’s used here mostly for clarity.
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By default, Windows looks inside compressed archives like .zip and .cab files
for other files to index, and this can lead to a rather strange phenomenon. If
a search finds a file that happens to be inside a .zip archive, the search
results won’t tell you this; instead, the Folder and Folder path columns will
just be blank. If you get tired of seeing extraneous, unlabeled results in your
searches, disable Vista’s built-in .zip support, as described in “Zip It Up,”
earlier in this chapter.

As you work, Windows indexes your files in the background. In theory, this
should happen only when the computer is idle, but in practice, it’s not
unusual to hear the hard disk thrashing while seeing SearchIndexer.exe con-
suming more than a trivial percentage of processor cycles in Task Manager
(see Chapter 5). If you need to complete a processor-intensive task as
quickly as possible, or if you just want better performance in a game, you
can temporarily stop the search indexer task without disabling the search
index altogether. Just open the Services window (services.msc), find Win-
dows Search in the list, right-click and select Stop. It will start up again
automatically the next time you load Windows, or you can start it manually
by right-clicking the service again and selecting Start.
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CHAPTER 3
The Registry

The Registry is deceptive. At first glance, it’s a massive collection of esoteric
settings and cryptic codes. But once you get cozy with it, you’ll find most of
the Registry well-organized, in plain English, and with many of its compo-
nents illustrating their own structure.

It’s also deceptive in its scope. Much of what seems hardcoded in Windows
Vista is indeed governed by data in the Registry: delete a certain key, and an
icon disappears from the Computer folder. But as you dig deeper, you’ll find
certain things (like parts of the “file types” system) have been jury-rigged to
act a certain way despite what’s in the Registry.

In essence, the Registry is a database containing all the settings for Win-
dows and most of the applications installed on your system. All of your file
type associations—the links between your documents and the applications
that created them—are built from Registry data. Your network settings,
your hardware settings, each of your applications’ customizable toolbars,
and even Windows’ own Control Panel settings are all stored in the Regis-
try. And the various software components, the building blocks of nearly all
your programs (not to mention Windows itself), are “registered” in your
Registry.

But who cares? Is the storage mechanism nearly as important as the settings
themselves?

The value of diving into the Registry is in discovering the things in the Regis-
try that can only be changed by editing it directly. You can fix misbehaving
applications, uncover hidden features, and turn off annoying habits of Win-
dows you thought you had to live with. Indeed, a lot of the solutions in this
book take advantage of a little Registry hacking.
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Now for the obligatory warning. You can irreversibly disable certain compo-
nents of Windows Vista—or even prevent Windows from loading altogether—
by changing certain settings in the Registry. Sure, most modern software is
designed to repair broken settings, but it’s assured that very few software
developers have taken the time to anticipate all the weird things you’ll
undoubtedly do to your PC. I'm certainly not suggesting that you run and
hide, but rather that you employ some of the safeguards described on these
pages—such as backing up—before you start hacking the Registry to bits.
For instance, take a few moments to create a Registry patch—explained later
in this chapter—before you change a setting, and you’ll thank me later.

The Registry Editor

Most of the changes to the Registry are performed behind the scenes by the
applications that you run, as well as by Windows—settings and other infor-
mation are read from and written to the Registry constantly. But the pri-
mary means of editing Registry keys and values directly is the Registry Editor
(open the Start menu, type regedit, and then press Enter), included with all
editions of Windows Vista.

Although the Registry is stored in multiple files on your hard disk, it is rep-
resented by a single logical hierarchical structure, similar to the folders on
your hard disk. When you open the Registry Editor, you’ll see a window
divided into two panes (as shown in Figure 3-1). The left side shows a tree
with folders, and the right side shows the contents of the currently selected
folder. Now, these aren’t really folders—this is just a convenient and familiar
method of organizing and displaying the information stored in your Registry.

& Registry Editor =&
File Edit View Favorites Help
WebPost || Name Type Data
w'"g”'”s = = (Default) REG_SZ
H“‘"E" EE =) CommanFilesDir REG_SZ Ci\Program Files\Common Files
s “# DevicePath REG_EXPAND_SZ  %SystemRootfaiinf
Testorone i L EPIC_NAME REG_SZ JTao
B ) MediaPathUnexpanded REG_EXPANDSZ  %SystemRoot%\Media
e 44 PF_AccessoriesName REG_SZ Accessories
Windows Error Reporting 4 ProgramFilesDir REG_SZ C:\Program Files
.3 Windows Search (|| “2ProgramilesPatn REG_EXPANDSZ  %ProgramFiles%
Windows CE Services “SM_AccessoriesName REG_SZ Accessories
Windows Defender “SM_ConfigureProgramshlame  REG_SZ Set Program Access and Defaults
Windows Decktop Search . || #5M_Gameshame REG_SZ Games
Computer\HKEY_LOCAL_ MACHINE\SOFTWARE\Microsoft\Windows\ CurrentVersion

Figure 3-1. The Registry Editor lets you view and change the contents of the Registry

Each folder-like object is called a key. Each key can contain other keys, as
well as values. Values contain the actual information stored in the Registry,
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while keys are used only to organize the values. Keys are shown only in the
left pane; values are shown only in the right pane (unlike Windows
Explorer, where folders are shown in both panes).

To display the contents of a key (folder), just click the desired key name on
the left, and the values contained therein will be listed in alphabetical order
on the right side. To expand a certain branch to show its subkeys, click the
tiny arrow to the left of any folder (or double-click the folder name).

Editing the Registry generally involves navigating down through branches to
a particular key and then modifying an existing value or creating a new key
or value. For instance, this following Registry path:

HKEY_CURRENT USER\Software\Microsoft\Windows

points to the location of the Windows key, which you can get to by expand-
ing the HKEY_CURRENT_USER branch, then Software, then Microsoft, and then
finally clicking Windows to show its contents on the right.

A s

NI

If you find yourself returning to the same Registry path over
and over, use the Favorites menu to bookmark the item. Bet-
Wt ter yet, to view two different Registry locations simulta-
" neously, start a second instance of Registry Editor by typing
regedit /min the Start menu Search box and pressing Enter.

Once the key is open, you can modify the contents of a value by double-
clicking it. See “The Meat of the Registry: Values,” later in this chapter, for
the skinny on value types and how to edit them.

You can also rename any key or value just like you’d rename a file in Win-
dows Explorer: click twice slowly, right-click and select Rename, or high-
light and press F2. Likewise, you can delete a key or value by highlighting
it and pressing the Del key or by right-clicking it and selecting Delete.
(Note that deleting a key will also delete all the values and subkeys it contains.)

A s
)

You can’t drag-drop keys or values here as you can with files
in Windows Explorer. Of course, there’s very little reason to
move a key or value from one place to another in the Regis-
try, as the settings are totally location-dependent. A value in
one key will almost always have a different meaning than the
same value in a different key.

There are times, however, when you’ll need to duplicate a
key and all its contents (such as a file type key), which is
something you can do with Registry patches, described later
in this chapter.
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To add a new key or value, select New from the Edit menu, select what type
of object you want to add (Figure 3-2), type a name, and press Enter.

& Registry Editor =&
File | Edit | View Favorites Help

- Modify... Type Data

Modify Binary Data... REG_SZ (value not set)

MNew 3 Key
Permissions... String Value
Delete Del Binary Value

DWORD (32-bit) Value
Rename

QWORD (64-bit) Value I}
Copy Key Name Multi-String Value
Find... Ctrl+F Expandable String Value
Find Next F3 |

Adds a new 64 bit value.

e 4

Figure 3-2. Select New from the Edit menu to add a new key or value to any part of the
Registry

You can create a value (or key) almost anywhere in the Reg-
istry and by any name and type that suits your whim. How-
W ever, unless Windows or an application is specifically
* designed to look for the value, it will be ignored, and your
addition will have absolutely no effect.

So far, the Registry Editor should seem pretty straightforward. But you’ll
find that the hard part is that you can’t change something in the Registry
until you know what to change, and that’s what the rest of this chapter is
about.

First, the Registry Editor has a Search feature (Edit — Find or press Ctrl-F),
but you’ll quickly find that it pretty much sucks. See “Search the Registry,”
later in this chapter, for search tips, as well as better search tools you can
use. There’s also “Find the Registry Key That Does...,” which is useful if
you don’t know what to search for. But as I said earlier, the stuff in the Reg-
istry is basically location-dependent, which means you need to be
acquainted with the structure of the Registry before you’ll know where to go
to make a specific change.
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The Structure of the Registry

There are five primary, or “root,” branches, each containing a specific por-
tion of the information stored in the Registry. These root keys can’t be
deleted, renamed, or moved, because they are the basis for the organization
of the Registry. They are:

HKEY CLASSES ROOT
This branch contains the information that comprises your file type asso-
ciations and the registered software components (called classes) used by
Windows and many of your applications.

This entire branch is a symbolic link,” or “mirror,” of HKEY_ LOCAL_
MACHINE\SOFTWARE\Classes, but is displayed separately here for conve-
nience and, of course, to confuse you.

HKEY_CURRENT_USER
This branch simply points to a portion of the HKEY_USERS root key (later
in this section) representing the currently logged-in user. This way, any
application can read and write settings for the current user without hav-
ing to know which user is currently logged in.
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In each user’s branch are the settings for that user, such as Control
Panel settings and Explorer preferences. Most applications store user-
specific information here as well, such as toolbars, high scores for
games, and other personal settings.

The settings for the current user are divided into several categories, such
as AppEvents, Control Panel, Identities, Software, and System. The most
useful of these branches, Software, contains a branch for almost every
application installed on your computer, arranged by manufacturer. Here
and in HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE\SOFTWARE (discussed later) can be found all of
your application settings. As though Windows was just another applica-
tion on your system, you’ll find most user-specific Windows settings in
HKEY _CURRENT USER\Software\Microsoft\Windows.

HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE
This branch contains information about all of the hardware and soft-
ware installed on your computer that isn’t specific to the currently
logged-in user. The settings in this branch are the same for all users on
your system.

* A symbolic link is different from a Windows shortcut you’d find on your hard disk. Information
in a linked branch appears twice and can be accessed at two different locations, even though it’s
stored only once. This means that Find may stop in both places if they contain something you’re
looking for and, as you might expect, changes in one place will be immediately reflected in the
mirrored location.
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The sub-branch of most interest here is the SOFTWARE branch, which con-
tains all of the information specific to the applications installed on your
computer. Both this branch and the aforementioned HKEY_CURRENT_USER\
Software branch are used to store application-specific information.
Those settings that are specific to each user (even if your computer has
only one user), such as toolbar configurations, are stored in the afore-
mentioned HKEY_CURRENT USER branch; those settings that are not user-
dependent, such as installation folders and lists of installed components,
are stored in the HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE branch. You’ll want to look in both
places if you're trying to find a particular application setting, because
most manufacturers (even Microsoft) aren’t especially careful about
which branch is used for any given setting.

HKEY USERS

This branch contains a sub-branch for the currently logged-in user, the

name of which is a long string of numbers that looks something like this:
S-1-5-21-1727987266-1036259444-725315541-500

This number is the SID (security identifier), a unique ID for each user

on your system (yours will be different than this one). See Chapter 8 for

more information on SIDs.

While it may sound like a good idea to edit the contents of this branch,

you should instead use the HKEY_CURRENT USER branch described earlier,

which is a symbolic link (mirror) of this branch:
HKEY_USERS\S-1-5-21-1727987266-1036259444-725315541-500

No matter which user is logged in, HKEY_CURRENT USER will point to the

appropriate portion of HKEY_USERS.

A s
S Because Windows only loads the profile (this portion of the
ﬁ.‘\ Registry) of the currently logged-in user, only one user

.

%1s¢ branch will ever be shown here. However, there will be a few
" other branches here, such as .default (used when nobody is
logged in), and a few other branches that are of little interest

to most users.

HKEY_ CURRENT_CONFIG

This branch typically contains a small amount of information, most of
which is simply symbolic links (mirrors) of other keys in the Registry.
There’s usually little reason to mess with this branch.

You’ll eventually find that everything you’ll want to do with the Registry can
be done in either HKEY_CURRENT _USER or HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE.
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The Meat of the Registry: Values

Values are where Registry data is actually stored (while keys are simply used
to organize values). The Registry uses several types of values—eight in all—
each appropriate to the type of data it is meant to hold. Each type is known
by at least two different names, the common name and the symbolic name
(shown in parentheses in Table 3-1).

Table 3-1. Value types visible in the Registry Editor

Icon used (Can be created

Value type in RegEdit  in RegEdit?
String (REG_SZ) 39‘: Yes
Multistring/string array (REG_MULTI_SZ) 39“: Yes
Expandable string (REG_EXPAND_SZ) 39‘: Yes

Binary (REG_BINARY) ?.'!5- Yes

DWORD 32-Bit (REG_DWORD) ?.'1%- Yes

DWORD 64-Bit (REG_QWORD) ?.r!; Yes

DWORD (REG_DWORD_BIGENDIAN) ?.r!; No
Resource List (REG_RESOURCE_LIST, REG_RESOURCE_REQUIREMENTS_LIST, abl No

or FULL_RESOURCE_DESCRIPTOR) -

Although the Registry Editor allows you to view and edit all eight types of
values, it is only capable of creating the six most common (and not surpris-
ingly, most useful) types. In practice, you’ll typically only create string,
binary, and DWORD values.

String values
String values contain strings of characters, more commonly known as
plain text. Most values of interest to you will end up being string val-
ues; they’re the easiest to edit and are usually in plain English. To edit a
string value, just double-click, type a string of text into the text field
(Figure 3-3), and click OK when you’re done.
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Edit String i) |

Value name:
ETAOIN SHROLLU

Value data:
Klaatu barada nilkdo

[ ok ][ Cancsl

" A

Figure 3-3. Edit a string value by typing text into this box

In addition to standard strings, there are two far less common string
variants, used for special purposes:

* Multistring/string array values contain several strings, concatenated
(glued) together and separated by null characters. Although the
Registry Editor lets you create multistring values, it’s impossible to
type null characters (character #0 in the ASCII character set) from
the keyboard. The only way to place a null character into a Registry
value is either through a programming environment (see Chapter 9)
or via cut-and-paste from another application.

* Expandable string values contain special variables, into which Win-
dows substitutes information before delivering to the owning appli-
cation. For example, an expandable string value intended to point
to a sound file may contain %SystemRoot%\Media\doh.wav. When
Windows reads this value from the Registry, it substitutes the full
Windows path for the variable, %SystemRoot%; the resulting data then
becomes (depending on where Windows is installed) c:\Windows\
Media\doh.wav. This way, the value data is correct regardless of the
location of the Windows folder.

N
o If you were to type data intended for an expandable string
i.s"\ value into an ordinary string value, the variables wouldn’t

.~

% necessarily be expanded when read by an application.

Binary values

Similar to string values, binary values hold strings of characters. The dif-
ference is the way the data is viewed and edited. Instead of a standard
text box, binary data is entered with hexadecimal codes in an interface
commonly known as a hex editor. Each individual character is specified
by a two-digit number in base-16 (e.g., 6E is 110 in good-ol’ base 10),
which allows characters not found on the keyboard to be entered. See
Figure 3-4 for an example.
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You can type hex codes on the left side or normal ASCII
as characters on the right, depending on where you click with
% the mouse.

The purpose of binary values is to hold data that couldn’t be easily rep-
resented by ordinary string values. As such, binary values are much less
likely to contain readable text (despite the example value in Figure 3-4),
but rather simply raw data. Of course, the format and purpose of the
data in any given binary value depends entirely on the application that

created it.
=
Edit Binary Value [ 3
2
Value name: @
Once Mare With Feeling =
Value data:
oooo 43 eC 65 B1 72 BC 79 20 Clearlwy
0o0gs  BF 75 72 20 BE 75 6D 62 our numb
o010 e5 72 20 69 73 20 61 20 er i= a
0o0le 72 65 74 72 BF 20 70 61 zretro pa
o020 73 74 69 B3 68 A5 20 74 stiche t
0028 68 61 74 27 Y3 20 BE 65 hat's ne
0030 76 65 72 20 67 AF 69 BE wer goin
0038 67 20 74 BF 20 62 65 20 g to be
o040 61 20 62 72 65 61 BB 61 a breaka
aoas 7?7 el 79 20 70 eF 70 20 way pop
0050 68 69 74 ZE hit.
[ ok ][ Cance |

Figure 3-4. Binary values are entered differently from the common string values, but the
contents are sometimes nearly as readable

DWORD values
Essentially, a DWORD is a number. Often, the contents of a DWORD
value are easy to understand, such as 0 for no and 1 for yes, or 161 for
the number of seconds it took you to solve your best game of Sudoku. A
DWORD value is used where only numerical digits are allowed,
whereas a string or binary value can contain anything.

In the DWORD value editor (Figure 3-5), you can change the base of
the number displayed (think back to your grade-school math). For
instance, the number 64 in hexadecimal (also known as base 16) is equal
to 100 in decimal (base 10).
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Type the number in the wrong base, and you’ll unwittingly
be entering the wrong value. (The Base option doesn’t mat-
ter for any value of 9 or less.)

In most cases, you'll want to select Decimal (even though Microsoft
didn’t bother to make it the default), since decimal notation is what
most humans use for ordinary counting numbers. Note that if there’s
already a number in the Value data field, switching the Base converts
the number in real time, which incidentally is a good way to illustrate
the difference between the two settings.

Edit QWORD (64-bit) Value i |
Walue name:
How many did you eat?
Value data: Base
1004 @ Hexadecimal
() Decimal
[ ok ][ Cancel |

Figure 3-5. DWORD values are just numbers, but they can be represented in decimal or
hexadecimal notation

The application that creates each value in the Registry solely determines the
particular type and purpose of the value. In other words, no strict rules limit
which types are used in which circumstances or how values are named. A
programmer may choose to store, say, the high scores for some game in a
binary value called High Scores or in a string value called Lard Lad Donuts. All
you have to do in your role as Registry hacker is provide the values in the
format expected by a given application.

An important thing to notice at this point is the string value named
(default) that appears at the top of every key.” The default value cannot be
removed or renamed, although its contents can be changed; an empty
default value is signified by value not set. The (default) value doesn’t nec-
essarily have any special meaning that would differentiate it from any other

*

In the more simplistic Registry found in Windows 3.1 and Windows NT 3.x, each key had only
one value. Starting in Windows 95, a key could contain any number of values; the default value
simply took the place of the lone value from previous versions, allowing compatibility with older
applications that were written before the change took effect. In fact, many things you’ll find in the
Registry are designed with such “legacy” support in mind.
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value, apart from what might have been assigned by the programmer of the
particular application that uses the key.

When Is a Number Not Just a Number?

Sometimes the number stored in a DWORD value is actually made up of sev-
eral components, all glued together with the binary arithmetic we were sup-
posed to have learned in the seventh grade.

The term “DWORD?” is an abbreviation for “Double Word,” which means
that it can store two 16-bit values (known as “Words” in geekspeak). A 16-bit
value is basically a whole number (integer) that can be stored in 16 bits, which
means it can be no larger than 216, or 65,536. So, a DWORD value can be used
to store two of these, or one 32-bit number (up to 232, or 4,294,967,296), or
even thirty-two 1-bit numbers (each of which can be 1 or 0).
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Windows Vista also supports the 64-bit DWORD value, which is available
even if you’re using the 32-bit edition of Vista. A 64-bit DWORD—equiva-
lent to a QWORD (Quadruple Word)—can hold sixty-four 1-bit values, four
16-bit values, two 32-bit values, or one 64-bit value (which can be up to about
1.8x101).

(Strangely, 64- and 32-bit DWORD values are indistinguishable in the Regis-
try Editor except in the DWORD editor (Figure 3-5). Presumably, you’d only
want to use a 64-bit value with a 64-bit application, for which you’d need the
64-bit edition of Windows Vista.

So, the question that’s probably on your mind is, “Huh? How can this knowl-
edge possibly help me with my love life?”

The answer is that it can’t. In fact, it’ll probably just make things worse. But
it’ll be invaluable when you come across a DWORD value that’s made up of
a bunch of smaller components. For instance, say you flip a switch in some
application and you witness a DWORD value change from 16 to 8. What
you’ve uncovered is that the aforementioned switch is stored as the fourth bit
(the first being 1, the second being 2, and the third being 4) in this value. (If
you’re confused, look up “Binary numeral system” in Wikipedia for help with
the concept.)

To make things more complicated, there’s also the BIGENDIAN variant of
the DWORD value (REG_DWORD_BIGENDIAN). This is basically the
same as an ordinary 32-bit DWORD, except that the two 16-bit words are
stored in the opposite order (the larger one coming first). These are rare, but
you might run into trouble if you replace one with an ordinary DWORD
value.
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Registry Tasks and Tools

So, that’s it for Registry basics. The real fun begins with the various Registry
tools you can use, and what you can do with them.

Search the Registry

The Registry Editor has a simple (to a fault) Search feature, allowing you to
search through all the keys and values for text. Just select Find from the Regis-
try Editor’s Edit menu, type the desired text (Figure 3-6), and click Find Next.

Find [

Find what: crash-ohol Find Mest
Look at Cancel
Keys
Values
Data

[] Match whale string only

LS A

Figure 3-6. Use Registry Editor’s Search feature to find text in key names, value names,
and value data

The Registry Editor’s Search feature is pretty terrible. For one, it’s hope-
lessly slow, and doesn’t show a history of past searches. But its biggest
drawback is that it only shows one match at a time; you have to click Find
Next repeatedly to cycle through all the search results, one by one. And if
you accidentally double-click Find Next, there’s no going backward. Finally,
there’s no search-and-replace feature, but more on that later.

Press Ctrl-F or select Edit — Find to begin a search at the selected key. (Scroll
to the top and select Computer beforehand to search the entire Registry.)

In the Find window, make sure that all three options in the Look at section are
checked, unless you know specifically that what you’re looking for is solely a
Key, a Value (value name), or Data (value contents). You'll also usually want
the Match whole string only option turned off, unless you’re searching for text
that commonly appears in other words; searching for handle might otherwise
trigger entries like PersistentHandler and TeachAndLearn.

R
]

The Registry Editor stops once it finds the first match to
your search term; just press F3 to continue searching for the
* 9k next match. If you want to show all the matches at once, use
" Registry Agent, introduced in the next section.
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You may need to employ some tricks to find certain types of things in the
Registry, such as:

Context menu items

File

Context menu items are usually stored in the HKEY_CLASSES ROOT branch
(see “File Type Associations,” later in this chapter). When searching for
any menu items, keep in mind that most of them have underlined char-
acters to signify keyboard shortcuts, even though, ironically, Windows
Vista doesn’t display them by default. For instance, the Datasheet
action associated with Access Form Shortcuts in Microsoft Office 2007
is actually stored as Data&sheet in the Registry. This allows it to be dis-
played as Datasheet if you manage to open the menu with the keyboard
(an increasingly difficult task in Windows Vista). The & character in
Datadsheet instructs Windows to underline the character that follows it
(the s in this case), and since it’s present in the Registry value, you’ll
need to include the & character in your searches; if you don’t, the Search
tool won’t find it.

& w

A
.

Text searches are not case-sensitive, so you don’t have to

.1 o worry about capitalization when typing your search terms.
NI Y
15

and folder names

Despite the fact that long filenames (those longer than the archaic 8-dot-3
standard left over from the early days of DOS) had been in wide use
on the PC platform for well over a decade before Windows Vista was
released, short filenames’ still have a role in modern Windows com-
puting, particularly in the Registry. Specifically, a folder path like C:\
Program Files may be occasionally represented in its short 8.3 form:
C:\PROGRA~1.

Why, even Microsoft still uses short filenames; a fresh installation of Office
2007 (introduced alongside Windows Vista) placed a reference in the Reg-
istry to CAPROGRA~I1\MICROS~2\Office12\1033\ACCESS12.ACC.

Unfortunately, this means you need to search for both the long and
short versions of a file or folder name if you want to find them all. For
example, say you want to move your Program Files folder from one
drive to another. When you install Windows, any settings pertaining to
this folder may be stored in the Registry as C:\Program Files or C:\
Progra~1. Make sure you search for both.

* See “Advanced NTES Settings,” in Chapter 5, for more information on short-filename generation.
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Now, when searching the Registry for both Program Files
as and Progra™1, it may occur to you to just search for progra,

s which will indeed catch both variations. Because this will
" stumble upon other instances of the word program, try limit-
ing the results by placing a backslash (\) in front of the text
(e.g., \progra) to limit the search to only directory names
beginning with those letters. Neato.

DLLs, classes, components, extensions, and CLSIDs

Windows and all your applications are constructed from smaller build-
ing blocks, sometimes referred to as classes, extensions, or objects. I'll
spare you a tirade on COM components, .NET architecture, and a
bunch of other developer jargon (sorry). Suffice it to say, the majority of
these building blocks are registered in the HKEY_CLASSES ROOT\CLSID
branch of your Registry, and are identified by a 32-digit (16-bit hex)
code called a Class ID, or CLSID. CLSIDs are formatted like this:
{ACOEEBCA-73FA-4EB3-87FF-96E58401FA1F}

Why is this important? It means that you can track down where a class
is referenced (in other words, where in Windows it’s used) as well as
where it’s registered, all by searching the Registry for the CLSID.

For instance, configuration data for the aforementioned class is located in:
HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\CLSID\{ACOEEBCA-73FA-4EB3-87FF-96E58401FA1F}

If a component isn’t working, odds are you can fix the problem, or at
least help diagnose it, by fussing with the values in this key. Or, delete
the key altogether to effectively unregister the class with Windows. For
instance, to turn off Vista’s support for “compressed folders” (ZIP files
appearing as folders in Windows Explorer), you need to delete two such
CLSID branches, as described in Chapter 2.

A x
iy Windows comes with a utility, regsvr32.exe, that you can
:s‘.\ use to register or unregister DLL files manually. For instance,

%%3* you can repair a CLSID branch for a specific component by

* opening a Command Prompt window (in administrator

mode; see Chapter 8) and typing regsvr32 "c:\program files\

my app\some file.d11" and pressing Enter. Or, to remove all

the entries used by a DLL, type regsvr32 /u "c:\program

files\my app\some file.dl1" and press Enter. See “Playing
Video,” in Chapter 4, for an example of regsvr32 in action.

If a CLSID is found elsewhere (even within another key under HKEY_
CLASSES ROOT\CLSID), it means that the program that owns the key is
using said component. Delete the reference, and the link is broken. See
Chapters 6 and 8 for some examples.
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Search and Replace Registry Data

The Registry Editor has no search-and-replace feature, seemingly with good
reason: a single poorly chosen replace operation could make Windows
inoperable. But there are times when you do need to replace all occurrences
of, say, a folder name like C:\Program Files\My Program with another folder
name like D:\My Folder. Depending on the number of occurrences, such an
operation could take hours.

Registry Agent (part of Creative Element Power Tools, available at http:/
www.creativelement.com/powertools) not only gives you a better way to
search the Registry (search results are shown in a list, instead of one at a
time), but supports search-and-replace operations as well. Here’s how to
move an application from one drive to another without having to reinstall it:

1. Open Registry Agent.
2. Type text to search (e.g., c:\program files\acme), and click Find Now.

3. The results are shown in a list (Figure 3-7) with three columns. The left
column shows the location (key) where the text was found; you can
click it to open the Registry Editor at that location. The middle and
righthand columns show the value name and contents, respectively.

4. Choose the Replace tab.

$2 Registry Agent: Find "AppData” =&

Search lRepla(e I Expurt!

v Eind Now

Look for: AppData -
Look in: [Entire Registry v] X 2tap
Keys [¥] values Data
Options: [C] Match case  [C] Match whole word
Key | value | Data ]
[] HKEY CURRENT USER\Software\Microsoftinternet Explorer\TypedURLs urll Ch\Users\Administrator\AppData\Roaming  *
HKEY CURRENT USER\Software\Microsoft\MediaPlayer\Preferences ObfuscatedSyncPlayli... C\Users\Administrator\AppData\Local\Mi...
HKEY CURRENT USER\Software\Microsoft\MediaPlayer\Semvices\MTVN CachedlargelogoPath Ch\Users\Administrator\AppData\Local\Mi... IE|
HKEY CURRENT USER\Software\Microsoft\MediaPlayer\Semvices\MTVN CachedSmallLogoPath Ch\Users\Administrator\AppData\Local\Mi...
HKEY CURRENT USER\Software\Microsoft\MediaPlayer\Services\MTVN CachedIconPath ChUsers\Administrator\AppDataiLocal\Mi...
HKEY CURRENT USER\Software\Microsoft\MediaPlayer\Setup\CreatedLinks Shortcutd Ch\Users\Administrator\AppData\Roaming...
[] HKEY CURRENT USER\Software\Microsoft\Office\12.0\Access\Access Connectivit... SystemDB ChUsersiAdministrator\AppData\Roaming...
[] HKEY CURRENT USER\SoftwareiMicrosoft\Office\12.0\Excel\Security\Trusted Loc... Path FAPPDATAS:\Micros oft\Exce\XLSTART
[] HKEY CURRENT USER\Software\Microsoft\Office'l2.0\Excel\Security\Trusted Loc... Path SAPPDATAZ\Microsoft\Templates

[] HKEY CURRENT USER\Software\Microsoft\Office\l2 0\PowerPoint\SecurityiTrust... Path S%APPDATAZ\Microsoft\Templates

B i b e i i e T T b T

305 Registry entries found (254929 keys searched in 1 min, 5 sed)

Figure 3-7. Use Registry Agent for a faster Registry search, as well as for search-and-
replace operations

Replacing a common word like Microsoft in your Registry is a
really bad idea. Don’t try it at home. I mean it. Ordinary
searching with Registry Agent is harmless, but the Replace fea-
ture can be as dangerous as it is handy if you’re not careful.
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5. Place a checkmark next to the found items you wish to replace. Use the
checkmark at the top of the list to check or uncheck all of them.

6. Type the new text—which will replace the old text in each selected item
in the search results—in the With field (e.g., d:\new acme).

A

You don’t have to replace the same text you searched. For
instance, you can search for c:\program files\acme, and then
1+ do a search and replace within these results for anything you
" like, such as acme by itself, or even portmeirion.

7. Choose which types of text you’d like to replace by checking or
unchecking the Keys, Values, and Data options. Note that the Keys
checkbox is grayed-out (disabled) by default for safety reasons; click
Help for instructions to lift this restriction.

The Replace tool has no “undo” feature, which means that if
you screw up something here, the only way to recover is to
restore your Registry from a backup. Want a shortcut? Use
the Export tab to create a Registry patch (described later in
this chapter) containing the selected values, which can be
used as a quick and dirty backup.

8. Click the Replace button to perform the search and replace.

Even if you don’t use the search-and-replace feature, Registry Agent is a pretty
slick searching tool, as it overcomes the annoying hunt-and-peck approach of
the Registry Editor’s Search feature and ends up being much faster, too.

Find the Registry Key That Does...

So, now you know how to change an item in the Registry, but how do you
find which item to change?

Sometimes it’s obvious. Say you want to reduce the time it takes to load
your favorite application, and it occurs to you that maybe you could disable
the program’s splash screen (the friendly logo you stare at while the pro-
gram loads, which takes time to load itself). Sure enough, there’s a value
called ShowSplashScreen in the application’s Registry key in HKEY Current
User\Software. Set it to 1 (one) to turn it on, or 0 (zero) to turn it off.

A s
S Zero and one, with regard to Registry settings, typically
f‘:\ mean false and true (or off and on), respectively. However,
ANE Y : . . .
o3 sometimes the value name negates this—if the value in the

example were instead called DontShowSplashScreen, then a 1
(one) would most likely turn off the feature.
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Other times it’s not so easy. You might see a long, seemingly meaningless
series of numbers and letters, or perhaps nothing recognizable at all.
Although there are no strict rules as to how values and keys are named or
how the data therein is arranged, there’s a trick you can use to uncover how
a particular setting—any setting—is stored in the Registry.

What’s the point? Once you find the Registry value(s) responsible for a par-
ticular setting, you can:

Find hidden settings. Not all application settings have tidy little check-
boxes in a Preferences dialog window; some things can only be changed
in the Registry. By finding out where an application saves its settings,
you can uncover others nearby and even learn how they work.

Reproduce settings. By finding the Registry keys and values responsible for
one or more settings, you can consolidate them into a Registry patch file
(described later in this chapter), and then apply them to any number of
other PCs. This is particularly useful for network administrators and
software developers.

Enter values not permitted by the software. For instance, say you’ve con-
figured a virus scanner to scan your system once a week. You’d rather
have it perform a scan every 10 days, but the program only lets you
choose a multiple of 7. If you find the Registry value responsible, you
may be able to enter any arbitrary number.

Fix bugs in software. 1f an application won’t save a particular setting prop-
erly in the Registry, you can fix it by hand if you know where it’s stored.

Prevent changes to certain settings. Some programs—including Windows
Vista itself—have a habit of “forgetting” certain settings, reverting them
to their default values for no apparent reason. Once you know where
the setting is stored, you can change the permissions (more on that
later) to prevent further changes without your consent.

The idea is to take “snapshots” of your entire Registry before and after you
make a change in Windows. By comparing the two snapshots, you can eas-
ily see which Registry keys and values were affected. Here’s how you do it:

1. Close all applications except the one you wish to examine. Any unneces-
sary running applications—including those in the system tray/notification
area—could write to the Registry at any time, adding unexpected changes.

2. Open the Registry Editor, and select the HKEY_CURRENT_USER branch.

3. Select Export from the Registry menu. Type Useri.reg for the filename,
select your desktop or another convenient location to put the file, and
click Save to export the entire branch to the file.

4. Next, select the HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE branch and repeat step 3, export-
ing it instead to Machinel.reg.
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5.

Although the Registry has five main branches, the others are
as simply “mirrors,” or symbolic links of portions of HKEY_

** Qki® CURRENT USER and HKEY LOCAL MACHINE. See “The Structure of
" the Registry,” earlier in this chapter, for details.

Now make the change you want to track.

For instance, say you want to find the value responsible for showing
hidden files in Windows Explorer. In this case, you’d go to Control
Panel — Folder Options, choose the View tab, and in the Advanced Set-
tings list, turn on the Hidden Files and Folders option. Click OK when
you’re done.

. Immediately—and before doing anything else—switch back to the Regis-

try Editor, and re-export the HKEY_CURRENT USER and HKEY LOCAL_ MACHINE
branches into new files named User2.reg and Machine2.reg, respectively,
as described earlier in steps 2 and 3.

What you now have is a snapshot of the entire Registry taken before and
after the change was made. It’s important that the snapshots be taken
immediately before and after the change, so that other trivial settings,
such as changes in window positions, aren’t included with the changes
you care about.

. All that needs to be done now is to distill the changed information into a

useful format. Windows comes with the command-line utility File Com-
pare (fc.exe), which quite handily highlights the differences between the
before and after files.

N
There are several Windows-based third-party alternatives
s that are easier to use or offer more features than fc.exe, such
Wi @ . . .
1p2; as UlwraEdit (available at http://www.ultraedit.com); even
Microsoft Word can do text comparisons (although you’ll
need to remember to save the results as plain text).

Open a Command Prompt window (type cmd in the Start menu Search
box and press Enter), and then at the Command Prompt, use the cd
command (Chapter 9) to change to the directory containing the Regis-
try patches. For instance, if you saved them to your desktop, type:

cd %userprofileX\desktop

. To perform the comparison, type the following two lines:

fc /u userl.reg user2.reg > user.txt
fc /u machinel.reg machine2.reg > machine.txt

At this point, the File Compare utility scans the two pairs of files and
spits out only the differences between them. The > character redirects the
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output, which normally would be displayed right in the Command Prompt
window, into new text files: user.txt for the changes in HKEY_CURRENT USER
and machine.txt for the changes in HKEY LOCAL_MACHINE.

9. Examine the results. The user.txt file should look something like this:
Comparing files useri.reg and USER2.REG

*¥rERE yserl.reg

[HKEY_CURRENT USER\Software\Microsoft\Windows\CurrentVersion\
Explorer\Advanced]

"Hidden"=dword:00000001

"ShowCompColor"=dword: 00000000

*rkkk JSER2.REG

[HKEY_CURRENT_USER\Software\Microsoft\Windows\CurrentVersion\
Explorer\Advanced]

"Hidden"=dword:00000002

"ShowCompColoxr"=dword: 00000000
kekokokok
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From this example listing, you can see that the only applicable change
was the Hidden value, located deep in the HKEY_CURRENT USER branch.
(There may be some other entries, but if you inspect them, you’ll find
that they relate only to MRU lists from RegEdit and can be ignored.)’

Note that for the particular setting explained in step 5, no changes were
recorded in the HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE branch, so machine.txt ends up with
only the message, "FC: No differences encountered". This means that
the changes were made only to keys in the HKEY_CURRENT_USER branch.

10. The lines immediately preceding and following the line that changed
are also included by FC as an aid in locating the lines in the source files.
As luck would have it, one of the surrounding lines in this example hap-
pens to be the section header (in brackets), which specifies the full path
of the Registry key in which the value is located.

R

In this case, the value that changed was located in HKEY_
CURRENT_USER\Software\Microsoft\Windows\CurrentVersion\.

3+ If you take a peek in that key, you’ll find that it contains

" other settings, some of which aren’t included in the Folder
Options dialog box. Experiment with some of the more
interesting-sounding values, such as CascadePrinters and
ShowSuperHidden. Or, search the Web for the value name to
see what others have discovered about it.

* MRU stands for Most Recently Used. Windows stores the most recent filenames typed into file
dialog boxes; from this example, you’ll notice several references to the filenames you used to save
the Registry snapshots.
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11.

If you don’t see the line in square brackets, you’ll have to do a little more
reconnaissance. To find out where the value is located, open one of the
source files (Userl.reg, User2.reg, Machinel.reg, or Machine2.reg) and
use your text editor’s Search tool to find the line highlighted in step 9.
For this example, you’d search User2.reg for "Hidden"=dword:00000002
and then make note of the line enclosed in square brackets ([...]) most
immediately above the changed line. This represents the key containing
the Hidden value.
A w
Sometimes, changing a setting results in a Registry value (or
.‘s‘ . key) being created or deleted, which could mean an entire sec-
sk tion may be present in only one of the two snapshots. Depend-
" ing on the change, you may have to do a little digging, or
perhaps try the document comparison feature in your favorite
word processor for an easier-to-use comparison summary.

This last step is optional. If you want to create a Registry patch that acti-
vates the Registry change, you can either convert FC’s output to the cor-
rect format (described here), or return to Registry Editor and export the
appropriate key, as described in “Export and Import Data with Registry
Patches,” later in this chapter).

Because the FC output is originally derived from Registry patches, it’s
already close to the correct format. Start by removing all of the lines
from user.txt, except the second version of the changed line—this would
be the value in its after setting, which presumably is the goal. You’ll end
up with something like this:

"Hidden"=dword:00000002

Next, paste in the key (in brackets) immediately above the value. (In the
case of our example, it was part of the FC output and can simply be left
in.) You should end up with text that looks like this:

[HKEY_CURRENT_USER\Software\Microsoft\Windows\CurrentVersion\
Explorer\Advanced]
"Hidden"=dword:00000002
Finally, add the text Windows Registry Editor Version 5.00 followed by a
blank line at the beginning of the file, like this:

Windows Registry Editor Version 5.00
[HKEY_CURRENT_USER\Software\Microsoft\Windows\CurrentVersion\

Explorer\Advanced]
"Hidden"=dword:00000002

When you’re done, save this as a new file with the .reg filename exten-
sion (e.g., User-final.reg).
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If the settings you’ve changed also resulted in changes in the
s HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE branch, simply repeat this step for the
Wis° machine.txt file as well. You can then consolidate both files
" into one, making sure you have only one instance of the
Windows Registry Editor Version 5.00 line.

For some settings (such as the one in this example), you may want to make
two patches: one to turn it on, and one to turn it off. Simply double-click the
patch corresponding to the setting you desire.

There are some caveats to this approach, mostly in that the File Compare
utility will often pull out more differences than are relevant to the change
you wish to make. It’s important to look closely at each key in the resulting
Registry patch to see whether it’s really applicable and necessary.

See Chapter 9 for a way to use Windows Script Host to automate changes to
the Registry without using Registry patches.

Create an Interface for a Registry Setting

The whole point of messing around in the Registry is to view and modify
settings that are otherwise inaccessible in Explorer, Control Panel, or the
hundreds of dialog boxes scattered throughout the operating system. How-
ever, there is a way to patch into the interface and add checkboxes and radio
buttons that are linked to whatever Registry settings you want.

Why would you want to do this? Perhaps there’s a Registry setting you
change frequently, or maybe you administer a building full of PCs and
there’s a feature you want to expose to your users without having them mess
around with the Registry themselves.

Start by going to Control Panel — Folder Options — View menu. At first
glance, the Advanced settings list in this dialog box is presented in a some-
what awkward format, apparently to accommodate the large number of
options. However, the less-than-ideal presentation is actually designed to
allow customization, permitting Microsoft (or you) to easily add or remove
items from the list. See Figure 3-8 for an example of a customized version of
this window.

You’ve probably guessed that Microsoft didn’t make this list of options cus-
tomizable for you. Rather, it was designed to accommodate different set-
tings for different versions of Windows (the actual options present on your
PC, for instance, depend on your edition of Vista). But that doesn’t mean
you can’t change it around to suit your needs.
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¥ )
Folder Options ==

| General | View | Search |

Folder views

You can apply the view (such as Details or lcons) that
you are using for this folder to &ll folders of this type.

| ApplytoFolders | |  Reset Folders

Advanced settings:
Launch folder windows in a separate process -

,

) Menus never open automatically {click required)

@) Menus open after a small delay (default)

@ Menus open immediately (no delay)
Remember each folder's view settings B
[ Restore previous folder windows at logon
Show drive letters
Show encrypted or compressed NTFS files in color
Show pop-up description for folder and desktop items
Show preview handlers in preview pane

m

[ Use check boxes to select tems -
[ ok J[ Gancel J[ #epy |

Figure 3-8. The Advanced Folder Options dialog box is a flexible, customizable list
of Registry settings

The idea is that you link up a checkbox or radio button to a value—any
value you choose—in your Registry. This would, for example, allow you to
make certain Registry changes accessible to yourself or others (such as users
of other PCs you administer), reducing the need for them to mess around in
the Registry. Or, if you're a software developer, you can add your own pro-
gram’s options to this window. Or, maybe you just want easier access to a
hidden Microsoft setting you find yourself changing often.

The format is actually quite remarkable, because you don’t have to be a pro-
grammer to utilize this feature. You can add new options to a certain por-
tion of the Registry and then tie those options to values you choose
anywhere else in the Registry. The downside is that it’s a little cumbersome
to type it all out, and the options are rather limited. Here’s how you do it:
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1. Open the Registry Editor.

2. Expand the branches to HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE\Software\Microsoft\
Windows\CurrentVersion\Explorer\Advanced\Folder.

Take a look at the keys inside of the Folder key. The structure of the
hierarchy in the Folder Options window is reproduced here in the Reg-
istry, although the list items will appear in a different order than their
corresponding Registry entries. This is because the captions in the
Folder Options list aren’t necessarily the same as the names of the corre-
sponding Registry keys here, yet both collections are sorted alphabeti-
cally. For example, the Remember each folder’s view settings option is
represented by the ClassicViewState key in the Registry.

3. Take this opportunity to back up the entire branch by highlighting the

Advanced key and selecting Export from the File menu. This way, you’ll
be able to easily restore the defaults without having to reinstall Windows.
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4. At this point, you can remove any unwanted entries by deleting the cor-
responding keys from this branch; the Text value in each key should be
enough to explain what each key is for.

5. To add a new item, start by simply creating a new subkey in the
Advanced key. Name the key anything you want, as long as it doesn’t
conflict with a existing key name. Bonus points for a nice, descriptive
key name.

A s
3 Some settings are divided into groups, such as Hidden files
ﬁ:\ and folders, which contains two radio buttons. You can cre-
ANE Y . .. .
o3} ate a new group using the existing Hidden key as a template.

" Then, add new entries to your group by placing subkeys
inside your new group key.

6. The values inside each key determine the properties of the correspond-
ing setting. Feel free to fish around the existing keys for examples.

Start by adding a new string value to your key named Text, and then
double-click it to enter the caption of the new entry. When you’re done,
add another string value named Type, and type either group, checkbox, or
radio as the value’s contents. These two values, plus the others that
determine how your new setting looks in the Folder Options window,
are explained in Table 3-2.
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Table 3-2. Visual properties of Folder Options items

Valuename  Datatype
Type

Text

Bitmap

HelpID

String

String

String

String

Description of value contents

This can be set to either group, checkbox, or radio, representing a
folder, checkbox, or radio button, respectively. Checkboxes are square
options and can be either on or off. Radio buttons are round options that
are linked to other radio buttons in the same folder, in that only one at a
time can be selected (you can have multiple groups of radio buttons).
And folders, of course, are used to organize the various other options.
This parameter is required by all items.

This is the actual caption of the option as it will appear in the dialog box.
This can be as long as you want (better too descriptive than too vague),
but the paradigm dictates that only the first word be capitalized and
that there be no period. This parameter is required by all items.

This specifies the icon, used for folder items only. If omitted, it's a rather
ugly bent arrow. The syntax® is £11ename , index, where filename
is the full path and filename of the file containing the icon, and index
is the icon number (starting with zero), if the file contains more than
one icon. To specify the familiar yellow folder, type %SystemRoot%\
system32\Shell32.d11, 4 here. This parameter is optional for all
folders, and has no effect on checkboxes and radio buttons.

This is the filename and optionally the help context ID, pointing to the
documentation for this item. If the user selects the item and presses the
F1 key, this specifies the help note that will appear. The syntax is
filename#id, where filename is the name of a.hlp or.chmfile,
and 1d is the numeric help contextid (commonly used by programmers)
of the topic you want to display. Omit 1d to simply show the index page
of the specified help file. This parameter is optional.

a The Bitmap value uses the same syntax as the DefaultIcon property for file types, as documented in “File Type Associa-
tions,” later in this chapter.

7. Next, add values—explained in Table 3-3—to specify what happens
when a specific item is turned on or off in the Folder Options window. For
radio and checkbox items, you’ll need the following values: HKey-Root,
RegPath, ValueName, and CheckedValue. (This step isn’t necessary if your
item is a group.)

Table 3-3. Registry-related properties of Folder Options items

Value name Datatype
HKeyRoot DWORD

Description of value contents

This is an eight-digit number representing the root of the Registry
path containing the target Registry setting. Use the hexadecimal
number 80000000 for HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT, 80000001 for
HKEY_CURRENT _USER, 80000002 for HKEY _LOCAL_MACHINE,
80000003 for HKEY_USERS, or 80000005 for HKEY CURRENT _
CONFIG. For some reason, it must be separated from the rest of the
Registry path, specified in RegPath, discussed next. This parameter
is required for all checkbox and radio items.
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Table 3-3. Registry-related properties of Folder Options items (continued)

Value name Datatype Description of value contents

RegPath String This is the path specifying the location of the target Registry setting, not
including the root (see HKeyRoot, earlier). For example, for HKEY
CURRENT_USER\Software\Microsoft\Windows\
CurrentVersion, you would only enter Software\Microsoft\
Windows\CurrentVersion here. This parameter is required for all
checkbox and radio items.

ValueName  String This is the name of the target Registry value. This value is where the set-
ting data is stored when the option is turned on or off in the Folder
Options window. The key containing said value is specified by the
RegPath and HKeyRoot parameters, listed earlier. This parameter is
required by all checkbox and radio items.

-
Checked- Should matchtar-  This holds the data to be stored in the target Registry value (specified by 'E
Value getvaluedatatype  the RegPath and ValueName parameters earlier), when said option 3

<

is turned on. If you're configuring an option to be used on both Windows
9x/Me and Windows Vista/2000 systems, use both the
CheckedValueW95 and CheckedValueNT parameters instead of
this value. This parameter is otherwise required by all checkbox and
radio items.

Checked- Shouldmatchtar-  Use this instead of CheckedValue, above, if you're configuring an

ValuelW9s getvalue datatype  option to be used on both Windows 9x/Me and Windows Vista/2000
systems. This value contains the data that will be applied if the system is
running Windows 9x/Me. Used in conjunction with
CheckedValueNT, discussed next.

Checked- Shouldmatchtar-  Use this instead of CheckedValue, discussed earlier, if you're config-

ValueNT getvalue datatype  uring an option to be used on both Windows 9x/Me and Windows Vista/
2000 systems. This value contains the data that will be applied if the sys-
tem is running Windows Vista, 2000, or NT. Used in conjunction with
CheckedValueWgs, later.

UnChecked  Shouldmatchtar-  This holds the data to be stored in the target Registry value, when said

Value getvalue datatype  option is turned off. This value is optional; if omitted, it is assumed to be
0.

Default- Should matchtar-  This is the default value, used only if the target Registry value does not

Value getvalue datatype  already exist. As soon as the option in the Folder Options window is

turned on or off at least once, this parameter is ignored, and Windows
instead reads the state of the target value, comparing it to
CheckedValue and UnCheckedValue to determine if the option
should appear checked or unchecked. This value is optional; if omitted, it
is assumed to be 0.

The value type (String, Binary, DWORD) of the
s CheckedValue, UnCheckedValue, and DefaultValue parameters
ti+ all depends on what the target value requires. For example, if
" the target value you’re changing is a DWORD value, then all
three of these parameters must also be DWORD values.
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8. After you've created keys and entered the appropriate property values,
your Registry should look something like Figure 3-9, and the resulting
Folder Options dialog box should look like Figure 3-8, shown earlier. If
Folder Options is open, you’ll have to close it and reopen it for the
changes to take effect.

If you add a setting and it doesn’t show up in the Folder
Options window (after closing and reopening it), most likely
one or more required values are missing.

9. Close the Registry Editor when you’re finished.

¥ Registry Editor

=|@

File Edit View Favorites Help

3 AlwaysShowhenus || Name Type Data
’ A"”;;E"TES‘ME”“SPE“ 40 (Defautt) REGSZ (value not set)
3 et 4 CheckedValue REG SZ 0
; “¥ DefaultValue REG_SZ 400
ow :
AutoCheckSelect = HKeyRoot REG_.. (0x80000001 (2147483643)
3}l ClassicViewState | “RegPath REG_SZ Control Panel\Desktop
3 DesktopPracess || e Text REG_SZ Menus open immediately (no delay)
fwdl FolderSizeTip “IType REG_SZ radio
: FriendlyTree “ValueName REG_SZ MenuShowDelay
p--) Hidden
H HideFileExt
54l IconsOnly -

Computer\HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE\SOFTWARE\Microsoft\Windows\CurrentVersion\explorer\Advanced\Folder\Annoyances.MenuSpeed\Fast

Figure 3-9. Settings that appear in the Advanced Folder Options list are configured
in the Registry

When the Folder Options dialog box is first displayed, the current data
stored in each target value is compared with the corresponding Checkedvalue
and UnCheckedValue, and the option in the Advanced settings list is set
accordingly. In other words, if you did everything right, each option in
Advanced settings should reflect its own current state. Change a setting and
click OK, and the corresponding options are written to the Registry.

To reproduce a setting elsewhere in the Windows interface or the interface
of another application, you’ll first need to find the respective Registry set-
ting as described in “Find the Registry Key That Does...,” earlier in this
chapter.

Export and Import Data with Registry Patches

Typing in Registry data gets awfully tedious, particularly when the N key
breaks on your keyboard. Thankfully, it’s not the only way to add keys and
values to the Registry.
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A Registry patch is a plain-text file with the .reg filename extension that con-
tains one or more Registry keys or values. Double-click on a .reg file, and
Windows runs the Registry Editor, which “applies” the patch to the Regis-
try, meaning that its contents are merged with the contents of the Registry.

Patch files are especially handy for backing up small portions of the Regis-
try, distributing Registry settings to other PCs, and duplicating keys.

For example, say you spend an hour or so customizing the toolbars in a par-
ticular application used by many employees in your office. Since most pro-
grams store their toolbar settings in the Registry, you can use a Registry
patch to not only back up the completed toolbar setup—and thus save an
hour of reconfiguring should your PC subsequently burst into flames—but
to quickly copy the toolbar to all the other PCs in your office.

Or, perhaps you’ve spent the last six months gradually customizing your file
types (covered later in this chapter), only to find that a newly installed appli-
cation or a Windows upgrade erased all your hard work and reset all your
context menus. All you need to do is to make a Registry patch containing all
your saved file types, and then reapply it should the need arise.

Create a Registry patch
1. Open the Registry Editor, and select a branch you wish to export.

A w

The branch can be anywhere from one of the top-level

branches to a branch a dozen layers deep. Registry patches

wi+ include not only the branch you select, but all of the values

* and subkeys in the branch. Don’t select anything more than
what you absolutely need.

2. From the File menu, select Export, type a filename and choose a desti-
nation folder, and click OK. All of the values and subkeys in the selected
branch will then be stored in the patch file. Make sure the filename of
the new Registry patch has the .reg extension.

Clearly, there’s not much to making Registry patches with the Registry Edi-
tor. But it gets a little more interesting when you modify them, or even cre-
ate them from scratch to automate Registry changes.

Edit a Registry patch

Since a Registry patch is just a plain-text file, you can edit it with any decent
plain-text editor, or lacking that, Notepad (notepad.exe). The contents of the
Registry patch will look something like the text shown in Example 3-1.
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Example 3-1. Contents of a Registry patch created from HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\.txt

Windows Registry Editor Version 5.00

[HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\.txt ]
@="txtfile"
"PerceivedType"="text"

"Content Type"="text/plain"

[HKEY _CLASSES ROOT\.txt\ShellNew]
"ItemName"="@%SystemRoot%\\system32\\notepad.exe,-470"
"NullFile"=""

The first line, Windows Registry Editor Version 5.00, tells Windows that this
file is a valid Registry patch; don’t remove this line. The rest of the Registry
patch is a series of key names and values.

Backward Compatibility

Registry patches created in Windows 95, 98, or Me can be imported into the
Windows Vista Registry without a problem (that is, not taking into account
the screwy settings contained therein).

However, the same is not true the other way around. Patch files made in Win-
dows Vista, XP, 2003, and 2000 are encoded with the Unicode character set,
and as you’ve seen, bear a header indicating the 5.0 version number that will
choke the older Registry Editor. To use a Vista-created .reg file in Windows
9x/Me, you’ll need to deal with both of these issues.

First, replace the Windows Registry Editor Version 5.00 header line with
REGEDIT4. Whew, that was hard.

Next, to convert the Unicode .reg file into an ASClI-encoded file, those earlier
versions of Windows can understand, open the file in Notepad. Then, from
the Notepad’s File menu, select Save As and choose a new filename, and from
the little Encoding drop-down listbox at the bottom of the window, select
ANSI. Click Save, and your patch is now backward-compatible.

The key names appear in brackets ([...]) and specify the full path of the
key, thus indicating where the values that follow are to be stored. On each
subsequent line until the next key section begins, the name of a value is
given first (in quotation marks), followed by an equals sign, and then the
data stored in the value (also in quotation marks). A value name of @ tells
the Registry Editor to place the value data in the (Default) value (as shown
in the fourth line of the example).

110 | Chapter3: The Registry



You can go ahead and make changes to anything in the Registry patch file as
long as you keep the format intact. Of course, those changes won’t take
effect in the Registry until the Registry patch is merged back into the Regis-
try, a process described in the next section.

So, why would you want to edit a Registry patch file? Modifying a large
number of Registry values often turns out to be much easier with a text edi-
tor than with the Registry Editor, since you don’t have to open—and then
close—each individual value.

It may be tempting to perform a quick search and replace in
the text editor, and then apply your changes back to the Reg-
istry. But be careful, as the effect may not be what you
expected. If you replace any text in the name of a value (to
the left of the equals sign) or even the name of a key (the
lines in brackets), Registry Editor will create new values and
keys with those names when you apply the patch, leaving the
old values and keys intact. A better choice is to use a tool like
Registry Agent (see “Search and Replace Registry Data,” ear-
lier in this chapter).

There’s no requirement that the keys in a Registry patch file need to have
lived next to one another in the Registry, or that they be in any particular
order. This means you can combine several separate patch files into one,
and use it to restore any number of keys in one step. All it takes is a little
copy and paste between side-by-side Notepad windows. The only thing
you need to do, besides making sure all the keys and values remain intact,
is to remove any extraneous Windows Registry Editor Version 5.00 header
lines.

If you’re creating a Registry patch to be used on other PCs, make sure you
fix any references to absolute pathnames before you distribute the file. If,
for example, your patch file references D:\Windows\notepad.exe, it’ll
cause a problem on any PC where notepad.exe is located in C:\Windows\.
The best solution is to use expandable string values, as described earlier
in this chapter, along with the appropriate system variables, like this:
%SystemRoot%\notepad.exe. Now, since expandable string values are
stored like Binary values in Registry patch files, such an entry would look

like this:

"Open"=hex(2):26,00,53,00,79,00,73,00,74,00,65,00,6d,00,52,00,6f,00,6F,\
00,74,00,25,00,5¢,00,6e,00,6F,00,74,00,65,00,70,00,61,00,64,00,2e,00,65,00, \
78,00,65,00,00,00
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Now, as you may’ve guessed, it’s considerably easier to edit expandable
string (and binary) values in the Registry Editor than in any text editor, so
you’ll probably want to make such corrections before you export the key to
a patch file. If you need to add a binary or expandable string value to a Reg-
istry patch file you’ve already started editing, though, all you have to do is
return to the Registry Editor, create a temporary key somewhere, and then
create your new value. When you’re done, just export the key to a new file,
delete the key from the Registry, and then copy and paste the value to your
other Registry patch file.

Delete keys and values from a Registry patch

Although the Registry Editor won’t ever create a patch that deletes Registry
keys or values, it’s easy enough to make one by hand. To delete a key with a
Registry Patch, place a minus sign before the key name, like this:

- [HKEY_CURRENT_USER\Control Panel\don't load]

This patch, when applied, deletes the specified key and all of its values, as
well as any subkeys. To delete a single value from a key, place a minus sign
after the equals sign, like this:

[HKEY_CURRENT USER\Control Panel\don't load]

"desk.cpl"=-
Of course, these tricks only work if you have sufficient permission to
delete those keys. See “Prevent Changes to a Registry Key,” later in this
chapter, for more information.

Apply a Registry patch

To copy the stuff from a Registry patch file back into your Registry, you
need to apply it. The easiest way is to double-click the file (it doesn’t matter
if the Registry Editor is running or not).

If you see a UAC prompt at this point, click Continue. Then answer Yes
when asked whether you’re sure you want to add the information in the .reg
file to the Registry, and finally, click OK when you see the “Information in
MyPatch.reg has been successfully entered into the Registry” message. (You
can also apply a patch from within the Registry Editor: from the File menu,
select Import, select the patch file to apply, and click OK.)
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To apply a Registry patch without any other warning mes-
sages (except for the UAC prompt; see Chapter 8 to get rid
of that), you need to use the command line. Either from an
open Command Prompt window or from Start — Run, type
the following;:

regedit /s c:\folder\mypatch.reg

where c:\folder\mypatch.reg is the full path and filename of
the patch file to import. Or, if you want to get rid of the con-
firmation messages when you double-click a .reg file, add the
/s switch (as shown here) to the .reg file type, as described
later in this chapter.

If the Registry Editor is already open and one of the keys modified by a
patch that was just applied is currently open, RegEdit should refresh the dis-
play automatically to reflect the changes. If it doesn’t, press the F5 key or go
to View — Refresh.

When you apply a Registry patch, you merge the keys and values stored in a
patch file with those in the Registry. Any keys and values in the applied
patch that don’t already exist will be created. If a key or value already exists,
only its contents will be changed. It’s important to understand that if a key
you’re updating already contains one or more values, those values will be left
intact if they’re not explicitly modified or deleted by the patch.

R

See Chapter 9 for another way to automate changes to the
Registry from files.

&

%‘

i

Prevent Changes to a Registry Key

Security has always been one of Microsoft’s favorite marketing buzzwords,
and never more so than when Windows Vista was introduced. But as it
turns out, Vista’s security features are quite a bit more useful for protecting
your PC from itself than from any alleged intruders.

The permissions system covered in Chapter 8 doesn’t just protect files and fold-
ers, it restricts who can read and modify Registry entries. This feature is tre-
mendously important, yet most people don’t even know it’s there. It means
you can lock a Registry key to prevent employees from installing software on a
company PC, or prevent kids from disabling parental controls on a family PC.
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Permissions also let you lock file type associations (covered later in this chap-
ter), preventing other applications from changing them. And by locking cer-
tain other keys, you can help protect your PC from viruses and spyware.

Here’s how you do it:

1. Open the Registry Editor, and navigate to the key you want to protect.

A s
)

You can’t protect individual values, but rather only the keys

that contain them. This means that if you lock a key to pro-

%la* tect one of its values, none of its values can be modified. You

" can, however, choose whether or not your changes are made
to the subkeys of the selected key.

2. Right-click the key, and select Permissions. For details on how to use
this window, see Chapter 8.

3. Click Advanced, and then click Add.

R
N

If the Add button is disabled (grayed out), you’ll have to take
ownership of the key, close the Permissions window, and
%+ then reopen it before you can make any changes to the per-
" missions of this object. See Chapter 8 for details.

4. In the Enter the object names to select field, type Everyone, and then
click OK. (The “Everyone” user encompasses all user accounts, includ-
ing those used by Windows processes and individual applications when
they access the Registry.)

»

5. In the next window, “Permission Entry for...”, click the checkbox in
the Deny column, next to the actions you want to prohibit, as in
Figure 3-10. See below for examples.

6. When you’re done, click OK in each of the three open dialog windows.
The change will take effect immediately.

Now, you may be tempted to remove Allow permissions for a particular
user (or even all users), rather than add the Deny entry shown here. The
problem is that doing so wouldn’t prevent an application or Windows from
taking ownership or adding the necessary permissions and breaking your
lock. Furthermore, it would make it much more difficult to restore the old
permissions should you need to remove the lock; using this procedure, all
you need to do is remove the Deny rule and you’re done.

This works because Windows gives Deny rules priority over Allow rules,
which means you can lock a key even if there’s another Allow rule that
expressly gives a user permission to modify the item.
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Figure 3-10. Lock a Registry key to prevent applications or Windows from modifying it

So, which keys do you lock, and which actions do you forbid? Here are
some examples:

Make a read-only key. To lock a value yet still allow applications and Win-
dows to read it, place a Deny checkbox next to Set Value, Delete, and
‘Write Owner, as in Figure 3-10.

Create a complete lock-out. To prevent all applications from reading, mod-
ifying, or deleting a value, place a Deny checkbox next to Full Control.

Keep away ShellNew. To prevent applications from making new keys
under the selected key, place a Deny checkbox next to Create Subkey.
For instance, you can do this to file type keys (explained later in this
chapter) to prevent applications from adding themselves to Windows
Explorer’s New list.

Enforce security policies. To prevent another user from modifying a secu-
rity policy (such as those covered in Chapter 8), use the procedure in
“Find the Registry Key That Does...,” earlier in this chapter, to locate
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the corresponding key in the Registry. Then, instead of adding a Deny
rule to the key as described above, remove any permissions that allow
anyone other than an administrator to delete, modify, or add subkeys to
the key. Make sure that there’s still at least one rule for the Administra-
tors group (or at least your own administrator-level account) that
affords Full Control.

Lock file types. The File Type Doctor utility mentioned in “File Type Asso-
ciations,” later in this chapter, has a feature that uses permissions to
lock file types, thus preventing applications from “stealing” them.

See Chapter 8 for more information on the various security systems in Win-
dows Vista.

Back Up the Registry

In a way, the Windows Registry is a weak link in the operating system’s sta-
bility and robustness. It’s remarkably easy to damage, but very difficult to
repair. And unless you go to the trouble of making your own backup copy,
it’s not necessarily easy to replace it if it’'s damaged (unlike, say, DLLs, which
can be pulled right off the Vista CD). A broken Registry—either due to phys-
ical corruption or errant data—might cause Windows to behave eratically
(or more so than usual) or it may prevent Windows from starting at all.

A

The System Protection feature (also known as System
Restore, and discussed further in Chapter 6) is found in
* % Control Panel — System — Advanced system settings —
° System Protection tab. Windows automatically creates a
restore point once a day, plus each time you install an appli-
cation, device driver, or any update from Windows Update.
Restore points contain essential Windows system files and
Registry settings, although it’s not clear how much of the
Registry is backed up, nor is it possible to restore all or part
of the Registry alone.

So, what’s the big problem? Why not just zip up the Registry files or copy
them to a CD? The files that contain your Registry data (called hives) are
constantly being read from and written to, so Windows locks them to
ensure they can’t be modified, deleted, or even read directly.”

* Actually, there is a way around this. You can copy the hive file containing HKEY_CURRENT_USER if
you log out and log in as a different user. And you can access all of the hive files if you have a dual-
boot setup (see Chapter 1) and you start one of the other operating systems installed on your PC.
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This means you have to use a procedure like the following if you want a
backup you can create and restore at will. You may want to do this, for
instance, just before you install a new program or device driver.

1.

b W N

Open Registry Editor, and collapse all the branches so only the five
main root keys are showing.

. Highlight HKEY_CURRENT USER.
. From the File menu, select Export.
. From the Save as type list, choose Registry Hive Files (*.*).

. Type a filename, and give it the .hive filename extension (e.g., hkey_

current_user.hive). RegEdit won’t do this for you, nor will Windows rec-
ognize the .hive extension by default, but it will make the files much eas-
ier for you to identify than if they have no extension, which is the
default. See “File Type Associations,” later in this chapter, to see how to
properly register a new file type.

. Choose a folder to store the backup, and click Save.
. Next, highlight HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE, and repeat steps 3—6. Make sure to

choose a different filename for this branch (e.g., hkey_local_machine.hive).

. To restore either or both of these backups, and replace the current Regis-

try with the data in your backup hive files, select Import from the Registry
Editor’s File menu. Select Registry Hive Files (*.*) from the unlabeled
listbox next to the File name field, select the .hive file to import, and
click Open.

There are two things worth noting about this backup procedure. First, it
makes use of Registry hive files, which are binary files, and the same type of
file Windows uses to store the Registry it uses day-to-day. If you were to
instead export ordinary Registry patch files—which is what you’d get if
Registration Files (*.reg) was selected in step 4—then you’d end up with
files that couldn’t be easily restored back into the Registry. This is because
the Registry Editor only merges patch files with existing Registry data, which
can leave errant data intact, as described in “Export and Import Data with
Registry Patches,” earlier in this chapter. When the Registry Editor imports
hive files, however, it deletes the existing keys from the Registry before
bringing in the new (backed-up) data.

A
iy Registry patches can be handy for backing up individual
.‘s‘ . keys, as explained in the upcoming sidebar, “The Local
* aks Backup.”
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The Local Backup

The easiest type of Registry backup to make is the local backup, akin to the
local anesthetic. Rather than backing up the entire Registry, you simply back
up the portion you’ll be working on. If you screw up, you can quickly and eas-
ily restore the affected keys without touching anything else.

Say you want to make some changes to the key, HKEY_CURRENT USER\Software\
Microsoft\Windows\CurrentVersion\Run, which happens to be responsible for
running programs when Windows starts. Just open the Registry Editor, nav-
igate to this key, and select File = Export. Type a filename and save the Reg-
istry patch file on your Desktop. (See “Export and Import Data with Registry
Patches,” earlier in this chapter, for more information on this feature.)

Make a mistake and want to restore the backup? Just delete the key(s) you
changed, and double-click the Registry patch to load it back in.
Of course, Registry patch files can be hard to keep track of, particularly if you

change a setting and only discover two weeks later that it’s caused a problem.
In this case, you can make an easy-to-find backup right in the Registry.

Before you make any changes to the Registry, make a patch file as just described.
Then, rename the key in which you’ll be working by adding .backup to the end
of the key name. For instance, if you want to make a change to:
HKEY_CURRENT_USER\Software\Microsoft\Windows\CurrentVersion\Run
Highlight the Run key, press the F2 key (or right-click and select Rename),
and change the name to:
HKEY_CURRENT_USER\Software\Microsoft\Windows\CurrentVersion\Run.backup
Then, immediately reimport the Registry patch you just made, and delete the
.reg patch file. You’ll end up with two identical keys right next to each other:

HKEY_CURRENT_USER\Software\Microsoft\Windows\CurrentVersion\Run

HKEY_CURRENT_USER\Software\Microsoft\Windows\CurrentVersion\Run.backup
At this point, you can go ahead and mess with the Run key to your heart’s con-
tent, and even use the nearby Run.backup key as a handy reference. If you ever
need to restore your backup—either today or six months from now—just
delete the Run key and then rename Run.backup to Run.

See Chapter 2 for a quick way to make a local backup of files you’re working on.

Second, notice that only HKEY CURRENT USER and HKEY LOCAL MACHINE are
backed up here, leaving HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT, HKEY_USERS, and HKEY_ CURRENT _
CONFIG seemingly unprotected. This is done because the data in HKEY_
CLASSES _ROOT and HKEY USERS is duplicated in the first two root keys (HKLM
and HKCU, respectively) and HKEY_CURRENT CONFIG is dynamically generated
and not stored on the hard disk at all. See “The Structure of the Registry,”
earlier in this chapter, for details.
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Now, other than saving time by not exporting more than you have to, why is
it important to know how Windows stores the Registry data? Because if you
use a slightly more advanced approach when you back up the Registry,
you’ll have a backup you can restore even if Windows won’t start. Here’s
how you do it:

1. Open a plain-text editor (e.g., Notepad).

2. Type the following into a blank document:

if exist C:\Backups\COMPONENTS.OLD del C:\Backups\COMPONENTS.OLD
if exist C:\Backups\SAM.OLD del C:\Backups\SAM.OLD

if exist C:\Backups\SECURITY.OLD del C:\Backups\SECURITY.OLD

if exist C:\Backups\SOFTWARE.OLD del C:\Backups\SOFTWARE.OLD

if exist C:\Backups\SYSTEM.OLD del C:\Backups\SYSTEM.OLD

if exist C:\Backups\NTUSER.OLD del C:\Backups\NTUSER.OLD

ren C:\Backups\COMPONENTS COMPONENTS.OLD
ren C:\Backups\SAM SAM.OLD

ren C:\Backups\SECURITY SECURITY.OLD

ren C:\Backups\SOFTWARE SOFTWARE.OLD

ren C:\Backups\SYSTEM SYSTEM.OLD

ren C:\Backups\NTUSER.DAT NTUSER.OLD

REG SAVE HKLM\COMPONENTS C:\Backups\COMPONENTS
REG SAVE HKLM\SAM C:\Backups\SAM
REG SAVE HKLM\SECURITY C:\Backups\SECURITY
REG SAVE HKLM\SOFTWARE C:\Backups\SOFTWARE
REG SAVE HKLM\SYSTEM C:\Backups\SYSTEM
REG SAVE HKCU C:\Backups\NTUSER.DAT
3. Save the file somewhere convenient, such as your desktop, and give it

the .bat filename extension (e.g., back up registry.bat).

4. Open Windows Explorer, open the Computer branch, and select drive
C:. Create a new folder in C:\ named Backups. If you want to store the
backup hive files in a different location, replace all 24 instances of C:\
Backups in the listing in step 2 with the full path of your backup folder.

5. To run the backup, just right-click the back up registry.bat file and select
Run as administrator. (See Chapter 8 for an explanation of why you
can’t just double-click the file to run it.)

A

To run this backup automatically every time you start Win-
dows, create a shortcut to the back up registry.bat file in your
tit Startup folder in your Start menu. Or, if you typically hiber-
" nate your PC instead of shutting down, use the Scheduled
Tasks feature (Chapter 9) to schedule the backup to run at
regular intervals, say, once every three days.

6. At this point, you can be extra compulsive and copy the backed-up hive
files to a CD or network drive for safekeeping.
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So, what’s different about this second procedure? For one, it’s automated,
using the little-known REG.exe command-line Registry tool instead of the
Registry Editor to create the hive files. (To learn more about REG.exe, open
a Command Prompt window, type reg /? and press Enter.) Also, it automat-
ically archives the last backup, thus maintaining two sets of backup files at
all times, a feat accomplished by some simple batch-file commands (see
Chapter 9 for more on batch files).

Most importantly, though, it creates five separate hive files from the HKEY_
LOCAL_MACHINE branch—one for each sub-branch except HARDWARE, which is
dynamically generated—instead of just one. As a result, the backup files
you’ll end up with are the same as those Windows normally uses to store the
Registry on your hard disk.

Windows stores the active hive files—those for HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE, at least—
in the \Windows\System32\Config folder. The exception is the HKEY_CURRENT
USER branch, stored in the NTUSER.DAT file located in the user’s home
directory (usually \Users\{username}). See Chapter 8 for more on user accounts.

A

In your snooping, you might discover the \Windows\
System32\config\RegBack folder. Check the dates of the files
* % in the RegBack folder, and sure enough, youll see that
" they’re recent—perhaps with yesterday’s or today’s date—
backups of your HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE hive files.

Although Vista indeed regularly creates these backups,
they’re neither complete (the HKEY_CURRENT_USER branch isn’t
included) nor as useful as a backup you make yourself. For
instance, a problem that prevents Windows from loading is
likely to have made its way to the automatic backups, but
not the manual backup you made three days ago, just before
you installed an application.

All of this means that you can restore your Registry from the backup in a
variety of ways. Of course, you can always use File - Import in Registry
Editor, as described earlier in this section, but that only works if Windows is
running. If Windows won’t start, though, here’s how to restore your Regis-
try from the six hive backups:

1. Insert your Windows Vista setup disc in your drive, and start your PC.

R
s

See Chapter 1 if your PC doesn’t boot off your CD, or if you
only have a “recovery disc” provided by your PC manufacturer.

2. Click Next on the first Install Windows screen, and then click Repair
your computer on the second page.
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3. On the System Recovery Options window, select Microsoft Windows
Vista in the list and then click Next.

4. Click Command Prompt.

5. In the Command Prompt window that appears, type the following com-
mands to rebuild your Registry from your hive files:

REG RESTORE HKLM\COMPONENTS C:\Backups\COMPONENTS
REG RESTORE HKLM\SAM C:\Backups\SAM

REG RESTORE HKLM\SECURITY C:\Backups\SECURITY

REG RESTORE HKLM\SOFTWARE C:\Backups\SOFTWARE

REG RESTORE HKLM\SYSTEM C:\Backups\SYSTEM

REG RESTORE HKCU C:\Backups\NTUSER.DAT

You can omit one or more of these lines if you only want to
restore part of the Registry.

ﬁ‘
(152

6. When you’re done, pop out your Vista setup disc and restart your PC.

With any luck, Windows should start normally. If it doesn’t, either your
most recent backup is defective, or the problem lies elsewhere. If you sus-
pect that an older backup may work where the newer one failed, add the .OLD
filename extension to each filename in step 5 above, like this:

REG RESTORE HKLM\COMPONENTS C:\Backups\COMPONENTS.OLD

If Windows still won’t start at this point, try reinstalling Windows (see
Chapter 1).

Now, there’s a chance that the REG.exe tool won’t work, which might happen
if your Registry is sufficiently corrupted or if the REG.exe file itself is damaged.
In this case, try replacing the active hive files with your backups, like this:

1. Open the Command Prompt as instructed in steps 1—4 above.

2. Type these commands to copy the files:

copy C:\Backups\COMPONENTS C:\Windows\System32\Config

copy C:\Backups\SAM C:\Windows\System32\Config

copy C:\Backups\SECURITY C:\Windows\System32\Config

copy C:\Backups\SOFTWARE C:\Windows\System32\Config

copy C:\Backups\SYSTEM C:\Windows\System32\Config

copy C:\Backups\NTUSER.DAT C:\Users\your_user_folder
where your user folder (on the last line) is the name of your user
folder, which may or may not be the same as your user name. If you
don’t know the folder name, type dir c:\users to list all the user folders
on your PC. If your user folder name has spaces in it, add quotation
marks, like this:

copy C:\Backups\NTUSER.DAT "C:\Users\Phillip J. Fry"

3. When you’re done, pop out your Vista setup disc and restart your PC.
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See Chapter 6 for more information on backup software that copies your full
Registry along with all of your system files. And check out the “How Else
Windows Backs Up the Registry” sidebar, next, for some other features in
Windows Vista.

How Else Windows Backs Up the Registry

The aforementioned automatic hive file backups stored in the \Windows\
System32\config\RegBack folder represent just one of several fail-safe systems
built in to Windows Vista.

There’s also a way to undo a bad hardware driver installation without back-
ing up or restoring the Registry at all. Just open Device Manager, right-click
the cranky device, select Properties, choose the Driver tab, and click Roll
Back Driver. If that doesn’t work, right-click the device and select Uninstall.
When prompted, confirm that you want to delete the driver files. Then, dis-
connect and reconnect the device, or restart Windows if reconnecting isn’t
practical.

You can remove petulant software with the Programs and Features tool in
Control Panel, but only if the program’s uninstaller behaves itself. Otherwise,
search the Web for the program name and the word “uninstall” to see
whether there are any special removal tools or procedures for the program
you're trying to remove.

Of course, neither of these tools will do you much good if Windows won’t
start. There’s also an entry called Last Known Good Configuration in the
Vista startup menu (covered in Chapter 1), typically shown if Windows
didn’t shut down properly last time, or if you press the F8 key before Win-
dows starts loading. In theory, this feature starts Windows with an earlier col-
lection of hardware drivers and settings taken from the last successful boot.
In practice, however, Vista seems to have a hard time defining “good” (with
respect to the Last Known Good moniker), and is usually unable to find an
earlier configuration that either solves the problem or works at all. It’s worth
trying if you don’t have a valid Registry backup, but don’t expect miracles.

File Type Associations

File type associations are the links between your documents and the applica-
tions that use them. The most apparent use of this feature is that, for exam-
ple, Windows knows to open Notepad when you double-click a text
document on the desktop or show you an online advertisement for anatomi-
cal enhancement if you click the link in a spam email message.
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One might assume that the aforementioned text file somehow knows it’s a
Notepad document, but that isn’t the case. Instead, Windows determines
how to handle a file based solely on the filename extension. The extension is
the group of letters—usually three—that follow the period in most file-
names. For example, the extension of the file Readme.txt is .txt, signifying a
plain-text file. Likewise, the extension of Resume.docx is .docx, which means
it’s a word processor document in the Microsoft Word 2007 file format.

R
s

There are a number of filename extension databases on the
Web, which is useful if you encounter a file you can’t open

4* and don’t recognize. Some of the better resources include
http://wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_file_formats and hitp://filext.
com. Alternatively, you can double-click the unknown file
and when Windows asks you what you want to do
(Figure 3-11), select Use the Web service to find the correct
program, and click OK. Just don’t be surprised if you don’t
get a satisfying response.

Windows ﬁw

e | Windows cannot open this file:
—  File:  Ludlle.bbk
To open this file, Windows needs to know what program you want to use to

open it. Windows can go online to look it up automatically, or you can manually
select from a list of programs that are installed on your computer.

What do you want to do?

@) Use the Web service to find the correct programé

() Select a program from a list of installed programs

l OK I [ Cancel

e 4

Figure 3-11. If you see this window, the selected file’s filename extension isn’t currently
registered on your PC

It may seem silly that so much of Windows’ ability to open files rests on
something as easy to break as the filename, but the design does have its
advantages. For instance, it’s fairly easy to change the program used to open
all your digital photos without having to modify all your .jpg files to do it.

The biggest flaw in the system is that Windows hides filename extensions by
default, which is why Windows Explorer shows only Readme instead of
Readme.txt. Fortunately, this is easy enough to change; just open Folder
Options in Control Panel (or click Organize — Folder and Search Options
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http://filext.com
http://filext.com

in Windows Explorer). In the Folder Options window, choose the View tab,
turn off the Hide extensions for known file types option, and click OK.

If you have Windows show filename extensions, it’s easier to determine
what kind of files you’re dealing with. Instead of merely a file named recipe,
you might see recipe.tif if it’s a scan of a recipe, recipe.pdf if it’s an Acrobat
file with a recipe inside, or recipe.exe if it’s a Trojan horse you just received
via email. Sure, you’ll have to open the file to see whether you’re making
cookies or explosives, but at least you can anticipate which application will
appear, and will know whether or not you’ll have to convert it to a different
format before posting it on your Chocolate Chip Anarchist blog.

Having extensions visible also means you can change Windows’ perception
of the type of a file by merely renaming its extension. (Note that changing a
file’s extension doesn’t actually change the contents or the format of the file,
only how Windows interacts with it.)

Now, Microsoft started hiding filename extensions back in Windows 95 (in
a vain attempt to make Windows easier to use), but it’s never been handled
well. For instance, if you have more than one file, side-by-side, with the
same name, having your extensions hidden just makes things more confus-
ing. Rather than recipe.jpg, recipe.wpd, and recipe.txt, you’ll just see recipe,
recipe, and recipe, with only a miniscule icon to distinguish them.

And since only registered filename extensions are hidden, recipe.pdf would
normally appear as recipe.pdf until you install Adobe Acrobat Reader. Once
Acrobat registers the .pdf file type, the .pdf extensions vanish, and the file
will be shown merely as recipe...unless you elect to make file extensions vis-
ible as described above. But what does it mean to register a file type?

Anatomy of a File Type

A registered file type is constructed out of a handful of keys and values in
the Registry that Windows reads in real time to handle your documents
appropriately. Register a new file type, and Windows will know what to do
with files of that type right away.

Usually it’s an installer or an application that registers new file types, but
anyone (or any program, for that matter) can add new ones or modify exist-
ing file type associations. Customizing your PC'’s file types is one of the most
effective ways to save time and reduce annoyances in Windows, but Vista
doesn’t make it easy, so you’ve got to know what makes them tick first.
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It starts with a single key in HKEY_CLASSES ROOT, named for a filename exten-
sion (including the dot). The (Default) value in that key contains the name
of another key that has all the file type’s meat in it. For instance, open up
the Registry Editor and peer into these keys:

HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\.log

HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\.scp

HKEY_CLASSES ROOT\.txt
Each one has a (Default) value that contains the word txtfile. Thus, each
filename extension points to the txtfile file type, which is located in HKEY
CLASSES ROOT\txtfile. And it’s the txtfile key that has all the good stuff.
See the “Special File Type Keys” sidebar for some catch-all file types.

Special File Type Keys

There are a few special file type keys in the Registry, each of which work like
standard file types, despite having much greater scope. They are:

HKEY CLASSES ROOT\*
The asterisk (*) Registry key, conveniently placed at the top of the
HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT tree in the Registry Editor, defines actions and exten-
sions for all files. If there’s a context menu item you’d like to eliminate,
odds are it’s in the Shell or ShellEx subkeys of the * key.
By adding a new action key to HKEY CLASSES ROOT\*\Shell, you can add
a context menu item for all the files on your PC. For instance, you could
add a key named OpenInNotepad, type Open in Notepad into the key’s
(Default) value, and then add a command key that points to notepad.exe,
as described later in this section. When you’re done, right-click any file
and select Open in Notepad to view the file in a new Notepad window.
See “Customize Context Menus for Files,” later in this chapter, for
details.

HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\Unknown
This key is used to define the behavior of all files with unregistered file
extensions. By default, there’s only one file type here, openas, which is
responsible for the dialog window in Figure 3-11. You can, of course,
add new actions or even change the default action here. For example,
you may work with a bunch of different types of documents Windows
doesn’t recognize, and wish to open them all in your favorite text editor
without having to register them all first.
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The system Windows uses to keep track of its file types has
been around for years and has survived a bunch of different
Windows versions. As a result, you’ll see a lot of inconsisten-
cies. Sometimes, for instance, the meat of a file type is actu-
ally in the extension key (e.g., HKEY_CLASSES ROOT\.scp)
rather than the file type key. Because Windows still allows
this, some developers still do it this way, and in turn, you’ll
have to deal with it. Although most file types do follow the
structure laid out on these pages, don’t be surprised if you
see something that doesn’t belong and still works.

A typical file type key (e.g., HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\txtfile) has a few values and
subkeys, most of which appear in Figure 3-12.

¥ Registry Editor =@
File Edit View Favorites Help
o TxCTx.TransactionContextEx = || Mame Typezes|:Data
Wi":eLS]D 1 (Default) REG_SZ Text Document
- =4 EditFlags REG_.. 0x00010000 (65536)

Defaultlcon
shell
) open
-4 command
Shellbx o
i {8895b1 c6-b41f-4clc-a562-0d564250836f}
b TypeLib -

Computer\HKEY_CLASSES ROOT\tdfile

“FriendlyTypeName REG_... @%SystemRoot%\system32\note...

Figure 3-12. A file type key has values and subkeys that determine how Windows treats
associated files

First, the (Default) value contains the name of the type, the text that
appears in Windows Explorer’s Type column.

If a value named AlwaysShowExt is present in this key, the extension for this
file type will be displayed in Explorer, even if you've elected to hide your
filename extensions (a setting explained at the beginning of this section). A
related value, NeverShowExt, appears in a few file type keys—such as those
for Windows Shortcuts (.Ink files), Internet Shortcuts (url files), and
Explorer Commands (.scf files)—and instructs Explorer to always hide the
extensions for these files, regardless of your preferences.

You’ll also see some other values such as EditFlags, FriendlyTypeName, and
InfoTip that are fairly inconsequential, but it’s the stuff in the following
three subkeys that’s responsible for most of the magic:
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DefaultIcon
The (Default) value in this key contains the full path and filename of
the file containing the icon used for all files of this type. See the next sec-
tion, “Change the Icon for All Files of a Type,” for details.

Shell
Each subkey of Shell corresponds to an item (called an action) in the
file’s context menu. See “Customize Context Menus for Files,” later in
this chapter, to find out how this branch is structured.

ShellEx
The Shellkx branch lists Windows Explorer extensions, add-on pro-
grams designed to interact with Explorer and add features. This branch
is covered in the “Fix Wonky Shell Extensions” sidebar, later in this
chapter.

Once you know where all the essential keys are, you can use Registry Editor
or one of the other tools mentioned in the upcoming sections to do just
about anything you want with Vista’s file types system. When you have
everything the way you want it, don’t forget to take some steps to protect
your customized file types from overzealous application installers, as
described in “Lock Your File Types,” later in this chapter.

Change the Icon for All Files of a Type

Every file type has a default icon, the icon shown for all files with filename
extensions linked to that type. Yet Vista offers no way to choose your own
icons—apart from editing the Registry directly—despite the fact that you
could do this right in Windows Explorer in previous versions of Windows.

The (Default) value in the DefaultIcon key mentioned in the previous sec-
tion contains the full path and filename of the file containing the default icon.
Often it points right to the application executable that uses the file (e.g.,
excel.exe for .xls files), but sometimes it references a .dll or .ico file containing a
bunch of icons. The filename is then followed by a comma and then a number
(called the index) that indicates which icon to use. For example:

C:\Program Files\Photoshop\Photoshop.exe,15

points to the file Photoshop.exe, located in the C:\Program Files\Photoshop
folder, and references the 16th icon in that file (0 or no number indicating
the first icon, 1 indicating the second, and so on).
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Occasionally, you may see something like this in the DefaultIcon key:
%SystemRoot%\system32\wmploc.dll,-731

Here, %SystemRoot% is a variable that represents the Windows folder (usually
C:\Windows). When the (Default) value in which this information is stored
is an expandable string value (described in “The Meat of the Registry: Val-
ues,” earlier in this chapter), Windows converts the filename to CA\Windows\
System32\wmploc.dll before retrieving the icon. You may also sometimes
notice a negative value following the filename (-731, in this case) which rep-
resents the resource ID of the icon to use—as opposed to a positive value
indicating the index (position) of the icon as described earlier.

In most cases, you can specify your own icon for a given file type by placing
the full path to an .exe, .dll, .ico, or .bmp file in the DefaultIcon key’s
(Default) value. (Hint: there are some nice icons in \Windows\System32\
shell32.dll.) Include a number to indicate which icon to use, or leave out the
number to use the first icon in the file. In some cases, Windows Explorer
will recognize the change right away, although due to the way Vista caches
icons, you may need to restart Windows for your change to fully take effect.

N
The easiest way to change an icon for a file type is with a
s third-party tool like File Type Doctor, discussed in the next

wh @ .
W section.

.

The only time when Windows won’t pay attention to the icon specified in
the DefaultIcon key is when an IconHandler is defined. IconHandlers gener-
ate dynamic icons on the fly (Figure 3-13), typically showing thumbnails of
the files’ contents in lieu of static icons.

An IconHandler is a program—typically a .dll file in the program folder of
the application with which the file is associated—that understands the file
format. For instance, Adobe Acrobat (version 7.0 and later) makes use of
this feature to facilitate thumbnail previews for .pdf files in Windows
Explorer. For the .pdf filename extension, Acrobat’s IconHandler could be
referenced in any of these Registry keys:

HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\.pdf\ShellEx\IconHandler

HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\.pdf\ShellEx\{BB2E617C-0920-11D1-9A0B-00C04FC2D6C1}

HKEY_CLASSES ROOT\AcroExch.Document.7\ShellEx\IconHandler

HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\AcroExch.Document.7\Shel1Ex\{BB2E617C-0920-11D1-9A0B-
00C04FC2D6C1}

HKEY_CLASSES ROOT\SystemFileAssociations\.pdf\ShellEx\IconHandler

HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\SystemFileAssociations\.pdf\ShellEx\{BB2E617C-0920-11D1-
9A0B-00C04FC2D6C1}

HKEY_CLASSES ROOT\SystemFileAssociations\image\ShellEx\IconHandler

HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\SystemFileAssociations\image\ShellEx\{BB2E617C-0920-11D1-
9A0B-00C04FC2D6C1}
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Figure 3-13. If an IconHandler is defined for a file type, Windows generates icons
dynamically for each file instead of using the static icon referenced in the DefaultIcon key

As it turns out, Adobe chose the fourth key to register its IconHandler. The
(Default) value in that key contains a 38-digit class ID that points to an
entry in HKEY_CLASSES ROOT\CLSID, which in turn contains all the details
about the .dll file.

A w
S If the reference to the IconHandler is contained in one of the
.‘s‘ keys named IconHandler, the .dIl is responsible for the
T Gkt dynamically generated icon. But newer programs will use the

{BB2E617C-0920-11d1-9A0B-00C04FC2D6C1} key, which facili-
tates image previews for the Preview pane in Windows
Explorer, as well as dynamic icons. See “Expand the Scope
of Your File Types,” later in this chapter, for more informa-
tion on the SystemFileAssociations key.

Once you find the reference to the IconHandler, you can delete the key—
either the IconHandler key or the {BB2E617C-0920-11d1-9A0B-00C04FC2D6C1}
key—to disable the IconHandler and allow Windows Explorer to use the
static icon defined in the DefaultIcon key.
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But what if you want to fix a broken file type for which icon previews have
stopped working? Often it’s easier to just reinstall the associated application
to repair the IconHandler keys, but if that application is Windows itself,
then you’ll probably want to follow these steps to reinstate icon previews on
your PC:

1.
2.

8.

Open the Registry Editor.

Navigate to the Registry key for the filename extension you want to
modify. For instance, if you want to enable icon previews for TIFF files,
go to HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\.tif.

. Look for a PerceivedType value inside the .tif key. If it’s not there,

select Edit - New — String Value, and type PerceivedType for its name.

. Double-click the PerceivedType value, type image for its contents, and

click OK.

. Next, navigate to HKEY_CLASSES ROOT\SystemFileAssociations\image. As

described in “Expand the Scope of Your File Types,” later in this chap-
ter, this key provides common properties for all image files, such as .jpg,
.bmp, and .tif files.

. Open the ShellEx key, and look for a key named {BB2E617C-0920-11d1-

9A0B-00C04FC2D6C1}. If it’s not there, select Edit - New — Key, and type
{BB2E617C-0920-11d1-9A0B-00C04FC2D6C1} for the name of the new key.

. Open the {BB2E617C-0920-11d1-9A0B-00C04FC2D6C1} key, and double-click

the (Default) value. Type {3F30C968-480A-4C6C-862D-EFC0897BB84B} for
its contents, and click OK when you’re done.

R
s

Of the two Class IDs mentioned here, {BB2E617C-0920-
11d1-9A0B-00C04FC2D6C1} connects the file type to

% Windows Explorer’s Preview pane, and {3F30968-480A-

* 4C6C-862D-EFCO897BB84B}  points to Windows’ own

PhotoMetadataHandler.dll, the .dll file responsible for gen-
erating icon previews for all supported photo file formats.

The change should take effect immediately; if not, restart Windows to
see the new icons.

IconHandlers are most likely to be broken by misbehaving installers for
graphics applications, so if you don’t want to have to repeat these steps, use
the solution in “Lock Your File Types,” later in this chapter.
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Customize Context Menus for Files

A context menu (sometimes called a shortcut menu) is the little menu that
appears when you use the right mouse button to click on a file, folder, appli-
cation title bar, or nearly any other object on the screen. Most of the time,
this menu includes a list of actions appropriate to the object on which
you’ve clicked. In other words, the options available depend on the context.

The context menu for files, shown in Figure 3-14, is an assortment of stan-
dard actions common to all files (e.g., Copy, Paste, Delete, Rename, and
Properties) plus one or more custom actions depending upon the type of file
selected. Each of the custom actions is linked to an application: if you right-
click a .txt file and select Open, Windows launches Notepad (by default) and
instructs it to open the selected file. The default action—the action that is car-
ried out when you double-click the file—appears in bold text in the context
menu, and the rest of the actions are listed below. Among other things, this
means you can have more than one program associated with a single file type.

In the case of .html files, for example, you could add an Edit action to open
your favorite web page editor, a View with Firefox action, and a View with
Internet Explorer action—all in addition to the default Open action.

Sounds great, right? Unfortunately, the File Types window—the tool found
in earlier versions of Windows that lets you edit context menus from within
Windows Explorer—is completely absent in Windows Vista. In its place is
the extremely dumbed-down Set Associations window shown in
Figure 3-15. Here, you can only choose default applications for your various
file types, and in doing so, obliterate your applications’ defaults or any cus-
tom context menus you've built (more on that later).

So, you’re left with two options if you want to customize your context
menus: either hack the Registry or use a third-party program. Given that this
is the Registry chapter, let’s have some fun digging through keys and values.

As described in “Anatomy of a File Type,” earlier in this chapter, there’s a Reg-
istry key named Shell inside the file type key where all the magic happens.
Each subkey of Shell corresponds to a single action in the file’s context menu.
The text that appears in the context menu (the label) is defined in the action
key’s (Default) value; if the (Default) value is empty, Windows Explorer just
uses the name of the key (e.g., Open). Unfortunately, Windows Vista has two
competing systems that determine the default actions for your file types; see the
upcoming sidebar, “The Evils of UserChoice,” for details.
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Copy

Create Shortcut
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Properties

Figure 3-14. Right-click a file to show its context menu; Windows Vista doesn’t make it
easy to customize the items you see here

Say you right-click a Microsoft Excel document (.xIsx file), and at the top of
the menu that appears you see Open (in bold), New, and Print. If you open
the Registry, you’ll see that HKEY CLASSES ROOT\.x1sx points to HKEY CLASSES
ROOT\Excel.Sheet.12, so you proceed to HKEY_CLASSES ROOT\Excel.Sheet.12\
Shell. Inside the Shell key, you’ll see three subkeys named—you guessed it
—New, Open, and Print. Add a new subkey to Shell, followed by the sub-
keys described shortly, and you’ll get a new entry in the context menu for all
files of the selected type.
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Figure 3-15. The Set Associations window—accessed through Control Panel — Default
Programs — Associate a file type or protocol with a program—just plain sucks

See a context menu item you want to get rid of? Just delete
the corresponding key here, and it’'ll disappear immediately.
tit If you don’t see the key here, it may be listed in one of five
* other places:

* Look for a second Shell subkey in the extension key (e.g.,
HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\.x1sx\Shell).

e The ShellEx\ContextMenuHandlers branch, discussed
later in this section.

* The * key covered in the “Special File Type Keys” side-
bar, earlier in this chapter.

* The nasty UserChoice key described in the upcoming
sidebar, “The Evils of UserChoice.”

e The SystemFileAssociations branch explained in
“Expand the Scope of Your File Types,” later in this
chapter.

The action shown in bold (usually Open) is called the default, and is the one
carried out when you double-click the file. The (Default) value in the Shell
key determines which action is the default; if (Default) is empty and there’s
more than one action, Windows assumes it’s the one named Open. Otherwise,
Windows just takes its best guess. You can, of course, change the default by
setting the (Default) value to the name of any action key shown here.
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The Evils of UserChoice

This is a new addition to Windows Vista, and a nasty one at that. If you right-
click a file, select Open With, and then select a default application (or if you use
Vista’s own File Types tool, discussed later in this chapter), Windows doesn’t
actually change the file type. Instead, Vista creates a new key for the file-
name extension in HKEY_CURRENT_USER\Software\Microsoft\Windows\
CurrentVersion\Explorer\FileExts\, and then in that key, a UserChoice key
with the full path of the program you’ve chosen, like this:
HKEY_CURRENT_USER\Software\Microsoft\Windows\CurrentVersion\Explorer\
FileExts\.wav\UserChoice
The point of the UserChoice key is to prevent applications from changing your
defaults without your permission; as long as that UserChoice key exists, Win-
dows ignores all the actions defined in the ordinary file type key.

Like so many other patchwork features in Windows, the UserChoice system
just doesn’t work that well. For one, any custom context menu items you’ve
defined for a file type vanish if the corresponding extension ever shows up in
the UserChoice key, with no means of retrieval without you having to manu-
ally edit the Registry. And the old trick of reinstalling an application to restore
its file types won’t work if the UserChoice key is involved (unless the installer
is smart enough to deal with the UserChoice key).

The solution is to open the Registry Editor, navigate to HKEY_CURRENT USER\
Software\Microsoft\Windows\CurrentVersion\Explorer, and delete the
FileExts key altogether. This will eliminate all UserChoice keys while leaving
your file types intact. Thereafter, refrain from using the Open With menu or
Control Panel to modify your file types, and your file associations will con-
tinue to behave as you expect.

Now, there’s another, less obvious facet to the UserChoice key, one that may
be a possible benefit for PCs with more than one user account. Traditional file
types are stored in the HKEY CLASSES ROOT key, which is a subset of HKEY
LOCAL_MACHINE; this means your file types are the same for all users on your
PC. But the UserChoice keys are buried in HKEY_CURRENT_USER branch, allowing
each user to to have his or her own set of overrides. Of course, you can still
delete your own FileExts key without affecting another user’s overrides, but
any subsequent changes you make to the file types in HKEY CLASSES ROOT will
be put into action for all users right away.

Inside each action key is a subkey named command (and perhaps another
named ddeexec). Inside the command key is a (Default) value that specifies the
full path and filename of the program to run. Right-click an .xIsx file and
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select Open, and Windows runs the program listed in HKEY_CLASSES ROOT\
Excel.Sheet.12\shell\Open\command. For example:

"C:\Program Files\Microsoft Office\Office12\EXCEL.EXE" /e

The quotes around the full path and filename of the application accommodate
the spaces, and tell Windows where the filename ends and the command-line
options (such as /e, here) begin. Most of the time, though, the command-
line contains a placeholder, %1, for the selected filename, like this:

"C:\Program Files\UltraEdit\UEDIT32.EXE" "%1"

When Windows opens this program, it passes the full path and filename of
the selected file to the program by putting it in place of %1, like this:

"C:\Program Files\UltraEdit\UEDIT32.EXE" "C:\Users\Janeane\Desktop\readme.txt"

Now, that little option, %1, is the cause of a lot of problems in Windows’ file
types system, such as:

Application displays “not found” error. The quotation marks are missing
around the "%1" and the document you’re trying to open has a space in
its file- or pathname. Just add the quotes and try again.

Older application displays a “bad command line” error or something
similar. Not all programs respond well to the quotation marks around the
"%1" parameter. Try taking them out if this happens.

Application doesn’t open the file at all. The "%1" parameter is missing alto-
gether, or the application requires a different syntax. For instance, the
Mozilla SeaMonkey web browser requires the -url parameter in front of
%1, like this:

C:\Program Files\Mozilla SeaMonkey\seamonkey.exe -url "%1"

If you’re not sure what your application needs, check the documenta-
tion or search Google for the application name and the words “com-
mand line.”

Application only opens a document if the application isn’t already

running. This problem (and the next one) are caused by a background
technology called Dynamic Data Exchange, or DDE, that allows Win-
dows programs to communicate with one another. Windows sends a
DDE signal to an application that’s already running to instruct it to
open the document. (If the application isn’t already running, Windows
launches it just like any other.) The specific DDE commands that the
application needs are stored in the ddeexec Registry key, alongside the
aforementioned command key (shown previously in Figure 3-12). If the
ddeexec key is missing, Windows won’t send the signal, and the pro-
gram won’t open your document. You can try rebuilding the ddeexec
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key if you can find documentation, but it’s usually easier to just reinstall
the application that owns the key. (Not all programs use DDE; don’t
bother creating the ddeexec key unless you are having this specific
problem.)

Application opens the document twice. The ddeexec key just described
often causes more problems than it solves. Sometimes Windows sends
the aforementioned DDE message and launches another copy of the
program, which opens two document windows. If this happens, rename
the ddeexec key to ddeexec.backup.

A s

- If an application has stopped responding (in other words, it
ﬁ.‘\ crashed), it won’t respond to Windows’ DDE instructions to
o open your document, nor will Windows open a second copy

of the program. To find out whether this is happening, right-
click an empty portion of your task bar, select Task Manager,
and click the Processes tab. If the program you’re trouble-
shooting is there, highlight it and click End Process, and then
try opening your document again.

At this point, you’re probably thinking, “so, I have to type all these Registry
keys by hand if I want the least bit of control over my file types?” If so, I
laugh at you.

File Type Doctor, part of Creative Element Power Tools (available at http:/
www.creativelement.com/powertools/) and shown in Figure 3-16, lets you
customize your context menus, change file type icons, and choose defaults.

In the File Type Doctor window, file types are organized by their names
(shown in the righthand column) and by their corresponding filename
extensions (shown in the lefthand column); click either column header to
sort the list accordingly. The properties of the currently selected file type are
shown on the right side of the window.

You can also right-click any file in Windows Explorer or on
your desktop and select Edit File Type to customize the file’s
4+ context menu in File Type Doctor on the fly.

Edit the name of the type—the text that appears in Windows Explorer’s
Type column and in the file’s Properties window—Dby typing in the Name
textbox at the top-right of the window. Click the Change button to choose
an icon for all files of this type, or double-click the icon itself (to the left of
the Change button) to choose from the icons in the default application exe-
cutable (shown in bold in the Actions in right-click menu list).
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Figure 3-16. File Type Doctor gives you the complete control over your file associations

that Vista doesn’t

File Type Doctor saves changes automatically as you make
them. This makes it easy to test your context menus as you
go, but it also means that most changes cannot be easily
undone.

The Actions in right-click menu list on the right side shows all the context
menu items registered for the selected file type. Click New to add a new
item or click Edit (or double-click the item in the list) to modify the associ-
ated application and its options.

You can also remove unwanted context menu items by highlighting them
here and clicking Remove. The list shows everything registered for the
selected file type, as well as the perceived type, explained in “Expand the
Scope of Your File Types,” later in this chapter. Shell extensions, explained
in the upcoming sidebar,“Fix Wonky Shell Extensions,” are shown in itali-

cized font; these can be removed but not modified in the traditional sense.

R
s

The only items not shown in the Actions in right-click menu
\ list are those actions registered for the * file type discussed in
s the “Special File Type Keys” sidebar, earlier in this chapter.

If you’re trying to remove clutter from your context menus
and you don’t see an item you’re looking for, try selecting
the * (all files) entry at the very top of the list of file types.
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Fix Wonky Shell Extensions

Shell extensions are programs—usually .dll files—that add features to Win-
dows Explorer. When they work, they’re great, but when they falter, they can
cause poor performance, crashes, and other problems. You can disable shell
extensions by unregistering them (deleting their Registry keys) or by simply
disconnecting them from their associated file types, as described here.

The shell Registry key dissected in “Customize Context Menus for Files,”
houses the keys responsible for the static items in a file’s context menu. But
context menu shell extensions—ones that can dyamically generate context
menu items—are located in the shellex\ContextMenuHandlers Registry key.
Each subkey of ContextMenuHandlers usually contains nothing more than a
cryptic, 38-character code that looks like this:

{E88DCCE0-B7B3-11d1-A9FO-00AAOO60FA31}

This 32-digit hex code (a.k.a. 16-bit number) is a Class ID (or CLSID for
short) that points to a subkey of the same name in HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\CLSID\
{class_id}. Class IDs are the means by which shell extensions—not to men-
tion components used in all types of software—are registered in Windows
and connected to the programs that use them.

In addition to ContextMenuHandlers, you’ll find these other keys inside the
shellex key:

DropHandler
Extensions in this branch are activated when you drag files of this type
or drop other files onto files of this type.

IconHandler
This key points to a program that dynamically generates an icon—
usually a preview of the contents of the file—to be used instead of a
static icon. See “Change the Icon for All Files of a Type,” earlier in this
chapter, for details.

PropertySheetHandlers
These extensions add extra pages (tabs) to the window that appears
when you right-click a file of this type and select Properties.

Of course, the keys in the shellex branch aren’t always so neatly organized;
sometimes you’ll find keys named for a Class ID, with another Class ID in its
(Default) value. See “Search the Registry,” earlier in this chapter, for some
tools you can use to help track down Class IDs.

—continued—
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File Type Doctor shows context menu shell extensions associated with the
selected file type in italicized font. Although you can’t edit them (you’ll need
their source code and development software like Visual Studio for that), you
can remove their context menus by selecting them and clicking Remove. This
won’t unregister the extension, it’ll just disconnect it from the selected file
type, and likely fix the problem you’re having. (Or, just do it to remove clut-
ter.) You can also right-click a shell extension in File Type Doctor to search
the Registry or the Web for its Class ID or other related information to learn
more about it.

To list all the shell extensions installed on your PC, use ShellExView, avail-
able for free from http://www.nirsoft.net/utils/shexview.html.

One of the most useful features of File Type Doctor is the Lock feature,
described next.

Lock Your File Types

Tech companies used to spend millions trying to get you to buy their prod-
ucts (OK, they still do), but now the race is on to be “the default.” Microsoft
wants its Live Search web site to be the default search engine in IE, and Goo-
gle sued Microsoft to try to prevent this before Windows Vista shipped.
Companies pay PC manufacturers to preinstall trial versions of their soft-
ware on all their machines so their products can be the default. And when
you install an application on your PC, the installer invariably makes the new
program the default for all the file types it supports.

Why is being the default so important? Because people don’t change the
defaults.

As a result, software companies— Microsoft included—make a habit out of
steamrolling over your preferences to promote their own products. Luckily,
you have a defense, and it takes place in the Registry.

There are basically two approaches to protecting your file types: you can
back them up so they can be restored in case they’re ever overwritten, and
you can “lock” them, preventing such changes in the first place.
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There’s actually a third way to protect your file types, by way
as of Vista’s UserChoice feature explained the “The Evils of
1kt UserChoice” sidebar, earlier in this chapter. It’s not a great
* solution, but it may be effective in some circumstances.

The easiest way to back up your file types is to create Registry patches as
explained in “Export and Import Data with Registry Patches,” earlier in this
chapter. To make the backup effective, you have to include all the keys laid
out in “Anatomy of a File Type,” also earlier in this chapter. For instance, if
you’re backing up the file type for plain-text (.txt) files, your Registry patch
should include all of these keys:

HKEY_CLASSES ROOT\.txt

HKEY CLASSES ROOT\txtfile

HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\SystemFileAssociations\text
That last one—the one in the SystemFileAssociations branch—is described
in the next section, “Expand the Scope of Your File Types.” And if you want
to include other related filename extensions, such as .log, .ini, and .csv (to
name a few), you’ll want to include those keys as well.

So, if your file type associations for text files ever get wiped out, just double-
click your Registry patch backup to restore them.

But a slicker solution is to lock your file types by setting restrictive permis-
sions on the aforementioned keys as described in “Prevent Changes to a
Registry Key,” earlier in this chapter. That way, no application, no installer,
and not even Windows itself can change them unless you unlock them first.

If you want a shortcut, you can use File Type Doctor, introduced in the pre-
vious section. Just highlight the file type you want to lock and click the Lock
button. File Type Doctor will not only protect the selected filename exten-
sion and associated file type with one click, but all linked filename exten-
sions as well.

Most programs and installers won’t have a problem with
%\m locked file types; they’ll likely just ignore the error and move

on. But it’s not beyond the realm of possibility that an appli-
cation may crash or refuse to continue until it has all the
Registry access it needs. In this case, you may need to unlock
the affected file types first, so you’ll want to back them up as
described earlier in this section.

To remove the lock, just select a locked file type (you can click the leftmost
column header to group all locked file types together) and click the Unlock
button.
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Expand the Scope of Your File Types

To every rule there’s an exception, and in Windows Vista, doubly so. In
“Anatomy of a File Type,” earlier in this chapter, the basic file types system
is laid out, with a collection of keys named for filename extensions (e.g.,
HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\.jpg) and the corresponding file type keys (such as HKEY_
CLASSES _ROOT\jpegfile). As it turns out, there’s yet another connection in
the Registry that affects your file types.

Many extension keys—like HKEY CLASSES ROOT\.jpg—contain values named
PerceivedType, which point to subkeys of HKEY_LOCAL MACHINE\SOFTWARE\
Classes\SystemFileAssociations. The keys therein work like ordinary file
type keys, but they’re much broader in scope. Instead of being linked to one
or two filename extensions, a perceived type key could be linked to dozens.

Say you just installed a new image-resizing utility that you’d like to use with
a variety of photo formats. But rather than make it the default for those file
types, you decide to add a context menu item for each supported file format
(e.g., .jpg, .bmp, .png, and so on). Sure, you can do this for each of the 10 or
so graphic formats it supports, but it turns out that all you need to do is add
it to this key to affect all your image files at once:
HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE\SOFTWARE\Classes\SystemFileAssociations\image\shell\my
new_program
By default, the image key shown here is linked to all filename extensions
with a PerceivedType set to image, namely .bmp, .dib, .emf, .gif, .ico, .jfif, .jpe,
.jpeg, .jpg, -png, .rle, .tif, .tiff, .wdp, and .wmf.
Windows Vista comes with only five perceived type keys (audio, image,
system, text, and video) out of the box, but you can add your own to the
SystemFileAssociations branch at any time, provided you then link at least
one file extension to it by adding a PerceivedType value pointing to your new
key. The benefit is that you can use this key to add a custom context menu
item that affects a large number of different file types at once. The drawback
is that it’s one more place you’ll have to look to track down a misbehaving or
unwanted context menu item.

To break the connection between a filename extension and a perceived type,
just delete the PerceivedType value from the extension key. Or, to link up a
file type with an existing PerceivedType, create a new string value named
PerceivedType in the extension key, and set its contents to the name of the
matching perceived type key in the SystemFileAssociations branch.

File Type Doctor (see “Customize Context Menus for Files,” earlier in this
chapter) also supports perceived types through its “scope” and “affilia-
tion” features. For instance, if you try to delete a context menu action
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that’s connected through a perceived type, File Type Doctor displays a con-
firmation box that lists the other filename extensions that will be affected by
the change. Likewise, when creating a new action, you can choose the
scope; click the Properties button next to the Scope list to display all the
extensions tied to the current selection.

While you’re digging around the HKEY CLASSES ROOT\SystemFileAssociations
branch in the Registry, you may find some file extension keys here as well,
like HKEY_CLASSES ROOT\SystemFileAssociations\.png. These look and work
just like the extension keys and file type keys in HKEY_CLASSES ROOT, dis-
cussed earlier in this chapter, but they’re used primarily to reference the
Windows Explorer extensions that were preinstalled with Windows. Why
they’re here instead of in HKEY_CLASSES _ROOT with the rest of the extensions is
not entirely clear, but what is clear is that the SystemFileAssociations
branch is yet another place to look for Registry keys that affect file types.

Customize Windows Explorer’s New Menu

If you right-click an empty area of the desktop or any open folder window
and select New, you’ll see special list of registered file types that can be cre-
ated on the spot. Choose one, and Explorer will create a new (usually empty)
file with the appropriate filename extension right there. Not surprisingly, you
can edit that list, and even make it do more than just create empty files.

Here’s the easiest way to remove unwanted items from Explorer’s New
menu:

1. Install Creative Element Power Tools (introduced earlier in “Customize
Context Menus for Files”), turn on the Edit file type associations option
in the Creative Elements Power Tools Control Panel, and click Accept.

2. Right-click an empty area of your desktop, select New, and then select
one of the entries you’d like to remove.

3. Right-click the new file and select Edit File Type.
4. Remove the checkbox next to the Show in Explorer’s New menu
option.
5. The change will take effect immediately; right-click the desktop again
and select New to check it out.
If you want to do it by hand, you’ll need to look in a few different places in
the Registry:
1. Open the Registry Editor.

2. Navigate to the key named for the filename extension you’d like to
remove from Windows Explorer’s New menu. For the .fxt extension,
you’d go to HKEY_CLASSES ROOT\.txt.
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3. If you see a subkey here named ShellNew, rename it to Shellnew-
(Shellnew followed by a hyphen).

4. Next, look at the (Default) value of the extension key, and then look for
a subkey that matches the contents of the (Default) value. Again, for
the .txt extension, you’d go to HKEY_CLASSES ROOT\.txt\txtfile.

5. As in step 3, if you see a subkey here named ShellNew, rename it to
Shellnew- (Shellnew followed by a hyphen).

6. The change will take effect once you close the Registry Editor; right-
click the desktop and select New to check it out.

As you can see, it’s merely the presence of a ShellNew key that determines
whether a file type shows up in Windows Explorer’s New menu. (Actually,
it’s a little more complicated than that, but more on that subject later.)

N
o To get a list of all the potential entries to appear in the New
.".\ menu, fire up Registry Agent (see “Search and Replace Regis-
' = N .2 . .
oi3) try Data,” earlier in this chapter), and search the entire Reg-

istry for ShellNew. (If you want to weed out erroneous
matches, turn on the Keys option, uncheck the Values and
Data options, and then turn on Match whole word.)

Now, there are some nifty hacks you can use on the ShellNew keys you
choose to leave intact. A standard ShellNew key has only one value
(NullFile, described in the upcoming list), but if you add any of the other
following values to the ShellNew key, you’ll change how Windows Explorer
behaves when you select the corresponding items from its New menu. All
values are string values unless otherwise specified:

Command
If you include the full path and filename of a program executable (.exe
file), Explorer will launch the program instead of creating a new file.
Make sure to include the "%1" parameter (see “Customize Context
Menus for Files,” earlier in this chapter) so the target program knows
where to create the new file, like this:
c:\windows\system32\notepad.exe "%1"

Consult your application’s documentation to see whether any other
command-line parameters are needed to create the new document; oth-
erwise, the program may just open and complain that it can’t find the
(as yet nonexistent) file.
Data

Any text stored in this binary value will be placed into the new file. For
instance, the Data value for .r#f files (in HKEY _CLASSES ROOT\.rtf\
ShellNew) contains the text, {\rtf1}, which ensures that the new .rtf file
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is readable by whatever program you use to open it. Explorer ignores
the Data value if either FileName or NullFile is specified.

FileName
This is the full path and filename of a template file—a file to be copied
and used for each new document you create—in lieu of creating an
empty (zero-byte) file. If you don’t include the path, Windows looks in
C:\Users\{your_user_name\AppData\Roaming\Microsoft\Templates as well
as C\Windows\ShellNew for the template file.

Handler
The Class ID (e.g., {CEEFEA1B-3E29-4EF1-B34C-FEC79C4F70AF}) of the
shell extension used to create the new file. For example, Windows
Shortcuts (.Ink files) use a handler.

IconPath
The full path and filename (plus the icon index) of the icon that appears
next to the item in Windows Explorer’s New menu. If you leave this
out, Explorer uses the file type’s default icon. See “Change the Icon for
All Files of a Type,” earlier in this chapter, for the syntax.

ItemName
By default, the name of the new file you create is the name of the file
type, preceded by the word “New” and followed by the appropriate file-
name extension; for instance: New Text Document.txt. This value deter-
mines the name of the new file, but like MenuText, described next, it
must point to a text resource in a .dll file.

MenuText
Unfortunately, this is not what it looks like. Yes, it determines the text
that appears in Explorer’s New menu, but you can’t just type the text
here. Instead, it must be a reference to a text resource in a .dll file, such
as @%systemroot%\system32\mspaint.exe,-59414.

NullFile
This instructs Explorer to create an empty (zero-byte) file. If none of
these other values are present, you need to include the NullFile value,
or the file type won’t show up in Explorer’s New menu.

So, how do you keep applications from recreating the ShellNew keys and
continuously cluttering up Explorer’s New menu? Adobe Photoshop does
this every time it starts, but all it takes is a quick change to the Registry to
prevent it from happening again:

1. Open the Registry Editor.

2. Navigate to the extension key you want to permanently exclude from
the New menu. For Photoshop documents, you’d go to HKEY_CLASSES
ROOT\.psd.
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3. Delete any ShellNew keys you find here; see the solution spelled out ear-
lier in this section for details.

4. Right-click the extension key (e.g., .psd), and select Permissions.

5. In the Permissions window, click the Advanced button, and then in the
Advanced Security Settings window, click Add.

6. Next, in the Select User or Group window, type everyone into the Enter
the object name to select field, and then click OK.

7. Finally, in the Permission Entry window, place a checkmark in the Deny
column for Create Subkey, and then click OK when you’re finished.

8. Click OK, then click Yes when asked whether you’re sure you want to set
a “deny permissions entry,” and then click OK to close the final window.

9. The change will take effect immediately. Test it out by starting the
application; you can press F5 in the Registry Editor to refresh the view
and confirm that no new ShellNew subkey has been added.

You can accomplish pretty much the same thing with File Type Doctor’s
Lock feature (covered earlier in “Lock Your File Types”), but that may be
overkill if all you want to do is keep unwanted items out of Explorer’s New
menu. See “Prevent Changes to a Registry Key,” earlier in this chapter, for
other things you can do with Registry permissions.

Fix Internet Shortcuts

Customization is fun, but sometimes all you need to do to a file type is fix it
when it breaks. Most of the time you can just reinstall the application that
originally created it—unless a UserChoice key is in effect, explained in the
“The Evils of UserChoice” sidebar—but that doesn’t always work.

One file type that’s always getting munged is the .url (Internet Shortcut)
type, and repairing it can be a little tricky. For one, .url files don’t launch
your web browser directly; instead, they activate a Windows .dll that does
the launching. In essence, it’s a two-step process that employs two different
file types; the following sequence of Registry keys shows how it works.

By default, the keys discussed here are all locked to prevent
casual changes, a fact that should’ve prevented them from
being corrupted in the first place. (Alas, such things seem to
happen anyway.) If Windows won’t let you make changes to
any of these keys, you’ll need to take ownership of them
first, as described in “Prevent Changes to a Registry Key,”
earlier in this chapter, and in Chapter 8.
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1. Go to HKEY_CLASSES ROOT\.url, and confirm that the (Default) value is
set to InternetShortcut.

2. Next, go to HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\InternetShortcut\Shell\Open\Command,
and make sure the (Default) value here is set to:
rundl132.exe shdocvw.dll,OpenURL %1

N!
g
N

&

This command instructs Windows to crack open the selected
.‘s‘ Internet Shortcut file, read the URL stored inside (which you
T 9k can also do with Notepad, by the way), and then launch the
" program appropriate to the variety of URL. Notice that the
default web browser (e.g., Internet Explorer, Firefox, etc.)
isn’t yet part of the equation.

3. Internet shortcuts also use an “icon handler” by default (explained in
“Change the Icon for All Files of a Type,” earlier in this chapter), which
chooses an icon for each file depending on the type of URL inside. So,
this key:

HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\InternetShortcut\ShellEx\IconHandler
should be set to {FBF23B40-E3F0-101B-8488-00AA003E56F8}. Of course, if
you want to disable the icon handler and choose your own static icon
instead, just rename the IconHandler key to IconHandler.backup, and
then specify your icon file in the DefaultIcon key.

4. Once Windows has determined what type of URL it’s dealing with, it
executes the Open command in the key named for the protocol being
used. For instance, the URL http://www.annoyances.org/ uses the http://
protocol, so its default application is stored in this Registry key:

HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT\http\shell\open\command

R
s

There are similar keys for the other protocols, like https://,
file://, ftp://, news://, nntp://, snews://, telnet://, and

4* mailto:. (In File Type Doctor, the protocol file types are

" found at the bottom of the list.) These keys aren’t just used
for Internet Shortcuts; they control Vista’s behavior when-
ever you try to open a web address by clicking a hyperlink in
an email message or typing a URL into the Start menu’s
Search box.
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5. The (Default) value of the protocol’s command key should be set to the
full path and filename of your default web browser. Vista’s default is, of
course, Internet Explorer:

"C:\Program Files\Internet Explorer\iexplore.exe" -nohome
Or, if you want Mozilla SeaMonkey to be your default browser, you’d use:
C:\Program Files\Mozilla SeaMonkey\seamonkey.exe -url "%1"
Or, if you’re using Mozilla Firefox:
C:\Program Files\Mozilla Firefox\firefox.exe %1
See “Customize Context Menus for Files,” earlier in this chapter, for
details on the command key, command-line parameters, and the some-
times necessary ddeexec key.

6. The change takes effect immediately. Double-click any applicable Inter-

net Shortcut to try out your new settings.

As you can see, there are a lot of Registry keys responsible for something as
seemingly simple as opening a web address, and all it takes is one missing
key, one misplaced quotation mark, or one mangled class ID to break the
whole system. And so it goes with the Registry in Windows Vista.
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CHAPTER 4
Working with Media

In the old days, media problems meant using a butter knife to pry a tape out
of your VCR. Today, it means tracking down obscure drivers, repairing cor-
rupt media files, hassling with overblown media players, and deciphering
incoherent CD burning errors.

Microsoft wants you to think that Vista handles videos, pictures, music, and
other media better than any previous version of Windows, and in some
ways, it does. For one, Vista’s hefty hardware requirements mean that your
PC—should it be capable of running Vista—will have the power to handle
any media task you throw at it. Windows Explorer recognizes photo, video,
and audio files, and displays their embedded information alongside other
details, like the file size and date. And Vista recognizes more media file for-
mats and graphics hardware out of the box than, say, Windows XP. But as
they say, the devil is in the details, and, as it turns out, in the codecs as well.

Playing Video

Ever encounter a video file Windows won’t play? Unlike most other types of
files, the filename extension alone doesn’t dictate the encoding scheme. All .jpg
image files use standard JPEG compression, but a given .mpg movie file may
employ any one of dozens of available compression standards, called codecs.
Without the proper codec for a video file, you won’t be able to play the
video or even convert it into another format.

A codec (which stands for compressor/decompressor) is software installed
on your PC, akin to a device driver, with all the pitfalls and frustrations that
implies. Codecs are frequently buggy, causing video distortion or even
crashes. Vista only includes codecs for a few common standards; need any-
thing else, and you’re on your own. And, of course, the More Information
link Media Player shows you when it can’t play a video doesn’t provide any-
thing one would recognize as useful information.
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To play a particular video, you need to install the same codec that was used
to create (compress) the video in the first place, regardless of the player
application you’re using. To determine which codec was used, you’ll need a
program like GSpot (http://www.headbands.com/gspot/) or AVIcodec (http://
avicodec.duby.info), both of which are free. Just drag-drop the video file onto
GSpot (Figure 4-1) or AVIcodec, and the program will display the file’s
video codec, audio codec, and other statistics.

{1 GSpot v2.70a: John Waters - Mo Smoking =] o ]
File System Options Tables Help
. 2 Yideo
et
il Codec DIV Mame Divi 4 [DpenDi] e
=
Path E:\DocumentsiMoviesh) ohn W aters - No Smoking.avi —|_. Status| Codecls) are Installed GEER
Size|4.45 MB [4,565 KB / 4 674 E5E bytes) 141 =m | I T | = | t76s [Foo 470
Corntainer L L —l
File Length Corect I | e
Wl vl 0 [T T e e DSQ]
4 o — —H Bt
ideo: 2.79 MB [52.62%) (B3] |=[=| [0 max 1] [x][252.0 &g 7 300 max
wudio: 1.63 MB [36.73%) =
@l Owerhead: 29.5 KB [0.65% T
vemes e LenFBEE  FrmelT 168 Kb [T of 077
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Figure 4-1. Use GSpot to find the software necessary to play a given video clip

A w
s The codec utility may indicate that the required codec is
.‘s‘ already installed. As comforting as that may be, you might
T Qka still need to download and install the latest version of the

codec to play the troublesome video. Otherwise, you may
not have all the latest bugs...er, fixes.

If one of these tools can’t identify the codec, the file is probably corrupted or
encoded with a nonstandard scheme. Provided you’re not able to ask who-
ever created the file for information about the software used, the easiest trick
is to open the file in a standard text editor and look for the four-digit 4CC
code near the beginning. Figure 4-2 shows the code buried in a file, DIVX in
this case, which indicates that the DivX decompressor is needed to play this
video.
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Figure 4-2. A hex editor or text editor will show you the 4CC code embedded in the
beginning of most movie files

Armed with the name (or 4CC code) of the codec, proceed to http://www.
fourcc.org/feccodec.htm, and download the codec installer from the list. If
the 4CC code isn’t there, a quick Google search (along with the word
“codec”) should turn up some useful leads.

Installing and Managing AX Codecs

In an attempt to find the right codec to play a video, you might come across
a lone .ax file with no installer. This is indeed a codec, albeit not a friendly
one.

To install the codec, just copy the .ax file to your \Windows\System32 folder.
Next, right-click the .ax file, select Properties, and then click the Change but-
ton (under the General tab). Click Browse, navigate to your \Windows\
System32 folder, select regsvr32.exe, click Open, and then click OK. Thereafter,
you can simply double-click .ax files to register them.

Alternatively, you can open a Command Prompt window (cmd.exe), type cd
\Windows\System32 to change to that folder, and then type regsvr32
FLVSplitter.ax to register the file. (Or, type regsvr32 /u FLVSplitter.ax to
unregister/uninstall it.)

If you see a message like “DLLRegisterServer in C:\Windows\System32\
FLVSplitter.ax succeeded,” then the new codec is installed and ready to use.

A s

o0 The SLD Active Codec Selector (free, www.skynetdever.tk) is
ﬁ.‘\ a handy tool you can use to list registered codecs on your PC
T % and even selectively disable codecs you suspect might be

causing problems.
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Once you’ve installed the codec, try playing the video again. Keep in mind
that there are often multiple versions of a single codec available—some-
times from different vendors—so you may need to install several codecs
before you find the one that works.

After a bit of searching, you’ll probably figure out how widespread this
video codec problem really is. Fortunately, some enterprising individuals
have created codec packages, large installers that include several, if not doz-
ens, of the codecs that people seem to need most. One good example,
known simply as the Vista Codec Package, is available for free from http://
www.jtow.net/users/triess/.

Some of these packages are better than others, and depend-
ing on what’s included (or what isn’t), some may cause more
problems than they solve. For best results, remove any sepa-
rate, standalone codecs you’ve installed before trying out a
codec package.

If, after installing an individual codec or codec package, some of your vid-
eos no longer play (or their thumbnails no longer show up), there’s a little
trick you can try before you uninstall and give up. The FFDShow Video
Decoder Configuration tool, included with many codec packages and shown
in Figure 4-3, helps you troubleshoot specific codec problems.

For instance, on one PC, Vista lost the ability to play back .avi files: Media
Player crashed each time one was opened, and Windows Explorer displayed
an error message whenever it attempted to render thumbnails for the vid-
eos. To fix a problem like this, open the FFDShow Video Decoder Configu-
ration tool, select Codecs on the left, and then find the codec that’s causing
the problem in the right pane. Then, in the Decoder column, use the drop-
down listbox to choose a different decoder from the list. Click OK when
you’re done; the change should take effect immediately.

Repair Broken and Incomplete Videos

There are reasons that Windows Media Player might have trouble playing a
video other than a missing or broken codec—namely, problems with the video
file itself. First, make sure your video file is complete; if you downloaded it
from the Web, try clearing your browser cache and downloading the file again.

If you’re unable to obtain an intact version of the video, you may be able to
repair it with the free MPEG Header Corrector, available at http://www.
vedhelp.us/html/tutmpegheadercorrector.html, although this typically only
works on true .mpg files. Need to repair an .avi file? Use DivFix (free, http:/
divfix.maxeline.com).
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Figure 4-3. When more than one codec is installed for a specific video format, you can
choose which one to use with FFDShow Video Decoder Configuration Tool

OK, I know T just said that the filename extension doesn’t dictate the codec,
but it does determine how the video data is organized in the file. See the
“Does It Have the Right Extension?” sidebar, next, if you suspect a video file
has been misnamed.

Does It Have the Right Extension?

Of course, there’s a chance someone gave your file the wrong filename exten-
sion; before you attempt to repair that video, make sure it has the correct
extension. To check whether that .mpg file is really an .mpg file, open the file
in a text or hex editor. The header (before the aforementioned 4CC code) will
read RIFF if it’s an .avi file, RMF if it’s an .rm (Real Media) file, MOOV if it’s a .mov
(Apple Quicktime) file, FLV if it’s an .flv (Flash Video) file, or W.M.F.S.D.K if
it’s a Microsoft .asf or .wmv file. If you see no header (only junk), it’s likely an
.mpg file.

See Chapter 3 for more information on file types, and Chapter 2 to find out
how to show filename extensions in Windows Explorer. Once extensions are
visible, you can change a file’s extension merely by renaming the file and typ-
ing a new one.
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But what if you're in the middle of downloading a video from the Web?
Eventually, it’ll be intact and playable, but if you want to start playing it
before the download is complete, you’ll need to employ a few tricks.

First thing to know: Windows Media Player (and many other players) won’t
play most kinds of videos while they’re in use; that is, while they’re cur-
rently being saved by another program (e.g., your browser). The big excep-
tion to this rule is streaming video, commonly found in files with the .asf or
wmyv extension (Quicktime .mov files, too); by design, these files can be
played even while in use by other applications.

To get around this limitation, open the folder containing the file, and create
a duplicate of the partially downloaded file. Using the right mouse button,
drag the file to an empty area in the same folder, and select Copy Here from
the menu that appears. Thereafter, you should be able to open the duplicate
file with no problems.

A
s

You may have to change the filename extension when play-
ing videos that are in the midst of downloading. For instance,
if you’re downloading a video with Pando named skiing.mpg,
the intermediate filename will be skiing.mpg.downloading,
and thus the filename of the duplicate you create will be
skiing.mpg-Copy.downloading. Just rename the file to
skiing.mpg-Copy.downloading.mpg (or simply skiing.mpg)
and then double-click the file to play it.

With some video formats, particularly .avi files, there’s a catch: the index,
essential information about the sequence of frames in the video, is located at
the end of the file instead of the beginning. Thus an incomplete .avi file thus
won’t have an index, and can’t be played at all. The solution is to use a re-
indexing utility to rebuild this data and make the file playable. DivFix (free,
http://divfix.maxeline.com), shown in Figure 4-4, does this quite nicely, but
only works on true .avi files (discussed earlier in this section). If DivFix can’t
repair your file, the Windows Media Encoder (free, http://www.microsoft.com/
windows/windowsmedia/forpros/encoder/default.mspx) is capable of indexing
video files, albeit requiring a bit more work to navigate the complex interface.

Fix Other Playback Problems

So, what if your video plays, but just doesn’t play well? Problems like
stretched or squashed video (too wide or too tall), bad color, and choppy
playback can all be caused by buggy or misconfigured video codecs. Just
track down and install the latest version of the codec required by the mis-
behaving video, as described at the beginning of this chapter, and try
again. If that doesn’t help, there are some other fixes, as follows.
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Figure 4-4. Use DivFix to re-index incomplete videos so you can play what you’ve
downloaded so far

Change the aspect ratio. 1f all your videos seem squashed (too narrow) or

stretched out (too wide), you may have to correct your display’s aspect
ratio setting. Open Windows Media Player, click the Now Playing but-
ton, and select More Options. Choose the Devices tab, highlight Dis-
play in the list, and then click Properties. Move the slider until the oval
looks like as close to a true circle as possible, and then click OK.

On the other hand, if only a single video clip has an incorrect aspect
ratio, it may’ve been encoded that way. To fix the file, you’ll have to
open the file in a video-editing program that can resize video frames.
Although the aforementioned Windows Media Encoder can crop
frames, it can’t stretch or shrink video. To change the aspect ratio of a
video clip, use River Past Video Perspective (http://www.riverpast.com),
Open Video Converter (http://www.009soft.com), or a more advanced
video application like Adobe Premiere (http://www.abobe.com).

The hardest part is the math, but it’s not that hard. Most video has a 4:3
aspect ratio, which means the width is four-thirds the height. (HD tele-
vision and some feature films typically have a 16:9 aspect ratio, while
wider “anamorphic” feature films have a 2.39:1 aspect ratio.) If your
botched video clip has, say, a resolution of 400x400 (giving you a 1:1
aspect ratio and a square video frame), you can either increase the width to
600 (400x4/3) or decrease the height to 300 (400 divided by 4/3). Of the
two choices, decreasing the height will usually give you a sharper-looking
video, since compressed pixels always look better than stretched pixels.
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Synchronize audio and video. Does this happen with all videos, or just
one? If only a single video clip is out of sync, then you’ll need to repair it
using a timeline-based video-editing application like Adobe Premiere
(www.adobe.com). (Windows Movie Maker, which comes with Vista,
won’t do.) Drag your video to the timeline, then drag the audio portion
of the clip slightly to the left or right until it’s synced up with the video.
(Naturally, this will take some trial and error, so I hope it’s not too bor-
ing of a clip.) When you’re done, export the project into a new movie
file. Consult the documentation that comes with your video application
for details.
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If you’re watching a DVD and the audio is out of sync, try
.‘s‘ pausing playback, waiting a few seconds, and then starting
T 9k up again. Sometimes that’s all it takes to get a movie back on
" track.

If all your videos are out of sync, it’s usually caused by a problem with
your hardware drivers. Go ahead and install the latest drivers for your
video card and sound card, and then run Windows Update to make sure
you have the latest video-related updates.
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If new drivers don’t fix the problem, open Windows Media Player, and
click the Now Playing button. Select More Options, and then click the
Performance tab. Turn on the Drop frames to keep audio and video
synchronized option, and then click OK.

Speed it up or slow it down. Is a video playing too fast or too slow? In Win-
dows Media Player, click the Now Playing button, select Enhance-
ments, and then select Play Speed Settings (Figure 4-5). Adjust the
slider until the video plays at the correct speed.

Fix bad color. 1f some of your videos seem to have messed-up color, open
Windows Media Player, click the Now Playing button, select Enhance-
ments, select Video Settings, and then click the Reset link. Next, click
the little arrows until you see Color Chooser, and click the Reset link
here as well. Now, play a video to try it out; if the colors are still off, you
may have to play with the Video Settings and Color Chooser sliders to
fine-tune the color.

If that doesn’t do the trick, or if you see colored lines running through
your videos, you can usually correct the problem by updating your dis-
play drivers.
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Figure 4-5. Play any video faster or slower with the Play Speed Settings panel in
Windows Media Player

Shed light on blank videos. Ever feel like Sergeant Schultz from Hogan’s

Heroes?” You might hear something, but you definitely see nothing when
you play most videos.

If so, it’s likely a video overlay problem.

When you play video, Windows usually paints a special rectangle on
your screen, and your video driver is responsible for superimposing the
moving video over it. This overlay scheme allows your display adapter
(video card) to handle the burden of playing the video rather than your
CPU, which affords better performance and smoother video. Unfortu-
nately, it can also be the source of problems in some cases, usually man-
ifesting itself as a black rectangle where video should appear.

* Twould’ve also accepted Billy Wilder’s Stalag 17 (1953).
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First, conduct a little test to see whether you indeed have an overlay
problem. Try maximizing or resizing the Windows Media Player win-
dow, or cover it with another window and then bring it to the front. If
this makes the video play, or if you see pieces of windows left behind in
the black rectangle, your video card driver may be to blame. Visit your
video card manufacturer’s web site and download the latest driver. Also,
pay a visit to the company’s support web site and look for recom-
mended BIOS settings (see Appendix A).

In previous versions of Windows Media Player, one was able to down-
grade Windows’ support for video overlays to solve this problem.
Unfortunately, Microsoft eliminated this option in Media Player 11, per-
haps because Vista’s requirements for video hardware are so much heft-
ier than Windows XP’s that Microsoft thought it inconceivable that
modern video drivers would have any problems playing video.
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To disable video overlays in RealOne Player, go to Tools —
.‘s‘ Preferences — Hardware — Video card compatibility. Move
T Qké the slider to the left until Enabled optimized video and dis-
" able overlays appears beneath.

Simplify Your Media Players

The Windows Media Player has lots of interesting features and gadgets,
most of which just get in the way when all you want to do is play a simple
video. Of course, it looks downright minimalistic compared with Real Net-
works’ cumbersome RealPlayer. Fortunately, you have a few choices.

To switch to the simpler Windows Media Player window, just press Ctrl-2 to
switch to Skin Mode. (Or, press Alt to show the normally hidden menu, and
then select View — Skin Mode.) The default skin is “Corporate,” but you can
choose another skin by clicking Alt and selecting View — Skin Chooser.

Alternatively, Media Player Classic, available for free at hitp://sourceforge.net/
projects/guliverkli/, can take the place of Windows Media Player, RealPlayer,
and QuickTime Player. It has a slimmed-down interface (shown in Figure 4-6),
doesn’t need to be installed (it’s just a standalone .exe file), and plays just about
any video format. (Really, it’s just replacement “shell” that ties into the play-
back engines that come with the aforementioned media player applications.)

Aside from the streamlined interface and its ability to handle just about any
video format, Media Player Classic has several features that make it worth
using. For instance, you can play more than one video at once, something Win-
dows Media Player won’t let you do. And it’s kind enough to show detailed
error messages with enough information to solve the problem, such as list-
ing any missing codecs.
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Figure 4-6. Media Player Classic is an alternative to the overblown Windows Media
Player and messy RealPlayer applications

Handling Online Video

Ideally, video should be no different than any other web content, but when
was the last time you had trouble viewing static text and still images, or even
hearing audio, in web pages? But videos are different, and for several reasons:

* The enormous size of video files forces web publishers to employ a series
of tricks, such as nonstandard streaming protocols, dedicated video serv-
ers, and special browser plug-ins, to bring video to your desktop.

* The large number of competing formats means that you must have at
least a half-dozen browser plug-ins—not to mention all the required
codecs, described earlier in this chapter—in order to play most online
video.
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* The aforementioned plug-ins and codecs must be updated to keep up
with the technology.

* Online video publishers—particularly news organizations—often jury-
rig their content to make it difficult or impossible to download to your
hard disk. This means they rely more heavily on special plug-ins, Java-
Script, and other hand-waving, all of which increase the likelihood that
you’ll run into a problem when you watch their videos.

All of this simply means that playing and downloading online video can be a
frustrating experience if you don’t know about a few tools and tricks.

First and foremost, make sure you have the latest versions of these four
major plug-ins installed in each web browser you use.

Filename(s) for Firefox

Plug-in Download from Filename(s) for IE and SeaMonkey
Quicktime www.quicktime.com qtplugin.ocx npqtplugin.dil
npqtpluginx.dil
RealPlayer www.real.com rmoc3260.dll nppl3260.dll
nprpjplug.dil
Shockwave Flash www.adobe.com flash9.0cx npswi32.dll
Windows Media Player www.microsoft.com wmp.dll npdsplay.dil
msdxm.ocx npwmsdrm.dll

To see a list of plug-ins that are installed in Internet Explorer, open IE, click
the Tools drop-down, and select Internet Options. Choose the Programs
tab, click Manage add-ons, and then from the Show drop-down, select Add-
ons that run without requiring permission. In the Settings box, you can
also disable any plug-in you suspect might be causing playback problems,
or, if you’re lucky, you may be able to go to Control Panel —» Programs and
Features to uninstall the plug-in completely.

In Morzilla Firefox (and Mozilla SeaMonkey), just type about:plugins in the
address bar and press Enter to see a list of installed plug-ins. (Note that
plug-ins, used to view embedded content, are indeed different from exten-
sions, which only add features to the browser interface.) Like IE, Mozilla
plug-ins can be uninstalled from Control Panel.

You can also try installing the latest version of each of the plug-ins listed
here to solve most playback problems with web-based video.

Handling Online Video | 159

=
o

o
&

yam Gunjiom




Rewind or Fast-Forward Streaming Video

You’ve probably encountered a video on the Web that won’t let you rewind
(without starting over) or fast-forward to skip ahead. It’s not such a big deal
with 20-second clips, but when you’re watching a half-hour broadcast
mostly featuring a talking head, it can be infuriating that you can’t just skip
ahead to the car chase.

Usually, this is a limitation of the video file (or of the player), and not simply
an option that can be turned on or off. A lot of streaming video clips have
this problem, particularly .wmv and .asf videos. To rewind or fast-forward
these videos, they must be indexed, something you can only do if the video
file is stored on your hard disk. If there’s a web-based video you want to
index, you’ll need to download it to your hard disk first—as described in
“Download Online Video Clips,” later in this chapter.

To index a .wmv file, download the free Windows Media Encoder from http://
www.microsoft.com/windows/windowsmedia/forpros/encoder/default. mspx and
open the Windows Media File Editor. Drag-drop the video onto the Editor
window, and from the File menu, select Save and Index. Thereafter, you’ll be
able to rewind and fast-forward the clip to your heart’s content.

Control Video Buffering

Most online video clips are designed to stream, allowing you to start watch-
ing before your PC has finished downloading. To keep the video playing
smoothly, video players often download a few seconds of video ahead of the
playback, a technique called buffering (or caching), and sometimes this
means you have to wait. The good news is that you can choose when to
wait: now, or later.

In Windows Media Player, click the Now Playing button, select More
Options, and then choose the Performance tab. Select Buffer [5] seconds of
content, the second option in the Network buffering section.

To shorten the lead time so that videos will start playing sooner, enter a
small number, say 3. Depending on the speed of your Internet connection
and number of visitors the web server is currently juggling, those 3 seconds
of content could take anywhere from 2 seconds to 20 minutes to download.
(Obviously, upgrading to a faster Internet connection will minimize the
waiting most of the time.)

Unfortunately, entering a small number means that Media Player has to stop
playback more often to buffer more content. If you find that Media Player
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frequently stops playing to buffer more data, raise the buffer number to 10
or 20 seconds. You’ll get smoother playback, but you’ll have to wait longer
before your online videos play.

The buffering settings discussed here have no effect on video
as clips stored on your hard disk, nor on video handled by
s other players (e.g., Flash, Quicktime, and RealOne). To
" eliminate buffering messages altogether, see “Download
Online Video Clips,” next.

Download Online Video Clips

Most online video publishers don’t make it easy to download video files to
your hard disk, and for good reason. For one, they want you to watch their
videos only on their own web sites, where they can show you advertising,
sell you products and services, or just keep you lingering around their sites a
little longer. They also don’t want to pay to host videos embedded on your
web site, nor do they want you to take their copyrighted material and
upload it to YouTube. That’s all well and good, but who’s looking out for
your needs?

What happens when the publisher takes down a video or moves it to a
subscription-based archive before you have a chance to watch it? What if
the server is too busy, and your PC isn’t able to stream it smoothly? What if
you want to save the video to watch later, or if you want to index it (as
described earlier in this section) so you can rewind and fast-forward it?
What if the video is long, and you want to watch it on your handheld PC or
video-enabled iPod? What if you just want to needlessly fill up your hard drive?

Saving online video into a file on your hard disk can be tricky for several rea-
sons, not the least of which is that there are a bunch of different ways video
can be delivered on the Web. And, of course, each format has its own down-
load procedure.

N
iy Before you start mucking around, look for the simplest solu-
:‘,‘ tion. Some sites, such as Google Video, include a download
* 9k link right on the page. Or, if the video is all by itself, cen-

* tered in the browser window, and the URL ends with a file-
name extension commonly associated with video files (e.g.,
.mpg, .mov, .wmv), then you can often just save the file by
pressing Ctrl-S. (Or, go to Page — Save As in IE.) Or, if the
clip is playing in a separate Windows Media Player or Quick-
Time window, try saving it there. Of course, most video pub-
lishers will disable the Save As feature, but it’s worth a shot.
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The first step is to find out what kind of video file you’re dealing with, and
the easiest way to do that is to right-click the center of the video frame in the
browser window. The context menu that appears should indicate the plug-
in being used, most notably, the About entry (if there is one). How you pro-
ceed depends on the plug-in:

Adobe Flash Player/Macromedia Flash Player

Flash-based videos typically come in two parts: the player module and
the video file. The Flash plug-in first loads the player module (an .swf
file), which in turn downloads and controls the video source (an .flv file);
the .flv file is what you want. (This isn’t always the case; if there’s no sep-
arate .flv file, then the video is likely embedded in the main .swf file.)

As soon as the player has finished downloading the entire .flv file, you
can find it in your web browser cache; see the upcoming sidebar, “Pull
Files Out of Your Browser Cache,” for details.

N

iy Windows Media Player can’t play .flv files unless you install

:‘,“ a special codec, as described in the “Installing and Manag-

ey ing AX Codecs” sidebar, earlier in this chapter. Now, odds

* are, you won’t be able to find a WMP codec that actually

works, so you’ll need to seek out a dedicated .flv file player

instead. There are several choices, but the best one is sim-

ply called FLV Player, and is available for free from http://
www.martijndevisser.com.

If you don’t feel like digging through your cache folder, or if the cached
file doesn’t seem to be playable, you can use one of these handy browser
add-ons designed to provide direct links to .flv files on the most popu-
lar Flash-based video web sites:

Bookmarklet (Firefox, SeaMonkey, or Opera). Go to http://1024k.de/
bookmarklets/video-bookmarklets.html and drag the “All-In-One
Video Bookmarklet” link from the page onto your browser’s Links
toolbar. Then, navigate to a video page and click the bookmarklet
to open a pop-up window with a download link.

Bookmarklet (Internet Explorer). Since IE7 doesn’t support book-
marklets longer than 2,083 characters, you won’t be able to use the
aforementioned “All-In-One” link. Instead, use the “old” bookmark-
lets listed at http://1024k.de/bookmarklets/video-bookmarklets.html,;
you’ll need to install a bookmarklet for each web site you use (e.g.,
YouTube, Google Video, etc.).
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Greasemonkey User Script (Greasemonkey extension plus Firefox/

SeaMonkey). 1f you have the Greasemonkey extension (available from
http://greasespot.net), go to hitp://1024k.de/bookmarklets/video-
bookmarklets.html, click the “All-In-One Video Script” link, and
then click Install. Next, navigate to a video page, and click the yel-
low bar that appears to display the download link.

Firefox Extension (Firefox only). First, install the VideoDownloader
extension from http://videodownloader.net/, and then restart Firefox.
Next, navigate to a video page, and click the VideoDownloader sta-
tus bar icon to display a pop-up window with the download link.

Pull Files Out of Your Browser Cache

Web browsers store copies of recently viewed pages and all associated media
(images, audio, and video) in a folder on your hard disk, called the cache. This
improves performance when you’re surfing, but also makes it easy to grab
copies of media files—such as Flash videos (.flv files)—for storage elsewhere.

Internet Explorer’s cache folder is \Users\{username\AppData\Local\
Microsoft\Windows\Temporary Internet Files. (In IE, go to Tools — Internet
Options, click Settings in the Browsing history section, and then click View
files.) Sort the list by file type to group all the .flv files together, and then drag
the file out of the folder or double-click it to play it.
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Neither Mozilla Firefox nor Mozilla SeaMonkey assign filename extensions
for their cached files, so you’ll have to do a little detective work to find a
recently viewed .flv file. If you’re using Mozilla Firefox, open the Cache sub-
folder of \Users\{username\AppData\Local\Mozilla\Firefox\Profiles, and sort
the listing by date. If you see a particularly large file with a date sometime in
the last few minutes, try adding the .flv extension to its filename, and then
double-click it to view it. If the video plays (provided you have an FLV player
installed), go ahead and drag the file out of the cache; otherwise, undo the
rename and try again with a different file.

Apple QuickTime
QuickTime files are typically the easiest videos to deal with. If the video
file is playing by itself in the center of the browser window, select Page
— Save As in Internet Explorer (or File - Save As in any other browser).
If the video is playing in a standalone QuickTime window, you can select
File — Save As and save the file right on the spot, but only if you’re using
QuickTime Pro (the extra-cost upgrade to the free QuickTime player).
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If the video is embedded in a web page, you’ll need one of these add-ons
to yank it out:

Bookmarklet (Internet Explorer, Firefox, SeaMonkey). Go to  http://
plasmasturm.org/code/bookmarklets/ and drag the “unembed” link
from the page onto your browser’s Links toolbar. Then, navigate to a
video page and click the bookmarklet to download the embedded
video.

Greasemonkey User Script (Greasemonkey extension plus Firefox/

SeaMonkey). 1f you have the Greasemonkey extension (available at http://
greasespot.net), go to http://neugierig.org/software/greasemonkey/, and
install the “unembed” user script. This adds a download link next to
any embedded video; just click the link to download the video file.

Firefox/SeaMonkey Extension (Firefox or SeaMonkey). Get the AdBlock
Plus extension from http://adblockplus.org/, and then restart your
browser. Open the Adblock Plus Preferences window, select Options,
and turn on the Show tabs on Flash and Java option. Thereafter, a
small tab will appear just above embedded videos; click the tab to
view the URL, highlight the URL text and copy it to the clipboard,
and then click Cancel. Armed with the URL of the source video file,
download the file as described in the upcoming “Download Files
Without Viewing Them” sidebar.

Real Player

If the video is embedded in a web page (including a small pop-up web
page), try right-clicking the video itself. Select Play in RealPlayer to
open the clip in a standalone window, and then in Real Player, select
File — Clip Properties —» View Clip Info. Armed with the URL of the
file, download it as described in the upcoming “Download Files With-
out Viewing Them” sidebar.

The file you download likely won’t be the video itself, but rather only an
.ram file, a playlist of sorts that points to one or more videos stored on a
server somewhere. Open Notepad and drag the .ram file into it to view
the URL inside. If the URL begins with http://, you can probably
download it normally, again following the routine in the “Download
Files Without Viewing Them” sidebar. On the other hand, if the URL
begins with rtsp:// (which stands for Real Time Streaming Protocol),
you’ll need a special program capable of downloading the stream to a file.

Copy the URL (highlight and press Ctrl-C) and paste it (Ctrl-V) into a

program like CoCSoft Stream Down (http:/stream-down.cocsoft.com),
shown in Figure 4-7, or WMRecorder (http://www.wmrecorder.com).
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Download Files Without Viewing Them

Type a URL into your browser’s address bar and hit Enter, and the browser
will attempt to display the file in its own window or launch the associated
player. Only if the file can’t be displayed (such as a .zip or .exe), will you get
a standard Save As dialog. But what if you want to save (download) a file the
browser wants to open, such as a video?
If you’re using Mozilla SeaMonkey, this is easy. Instead of pressing the Enter
key in the address bar, press Shift-Enter to save the file instead of opening it.
This won’t work in Internet Explorer or Firefox, though, so you’ll need a
slightly trickier method for those browsers.
Open Notepad and paste the URL of the file you want to download. In front
of the URL, add this text:

<a href="
and then after the URL, add this:

">download</a>
Save the file on your desktop as download.html, and then double-click the
new file to open it in your browser. Right-click the lone download link on the
page, and select Save Target As.
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Alternatively, you can use Bulk Downloader, available at hitp://www.
creativelement.com/powertools/. Just choose the List Manually tab, paste the
URL (or URLs) into the box, and then click Download.
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&y Cocsoft StreamDown =
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Figure 4-7. Use a program like CoCSoft Stream Down to download streaming video clips
to your hard disk
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If all goes well, you should have a file on your hard disk in about the
same amount of time as it would take to watch the video from start to
finish; just double-click the file icon to play the clip.

Windows Media Player

Windows Media Player videos are a pain in the neck because of the
wide variety of tricks publishers must use to get the videos to appear in
web pages. If you encounter one of these beasts, first try the bookmark-
lets and extensions for QuickTime videos, listed earlier in this section. If
none of those work, you’ll need to do some digging to get the URL of
the source file.

If the video is playing in a standalone Windows Media Player window,

getting the URL is not too hard: from the File menu, select Properties,
and it will be shown in the Location field (see Figure 4-8).

Properties 55

Fie | Cortent | Playlist | Media Usage Rights |

IE‘ % View advanced details about the selected item,

Length: 02:24
Bit rate: 166 Kbps
Media type: Video
Video size: 320 % 240
Aspect Ratio: Unknown
Audio codec: Windows Media Audio 9.1
16 kbps, 16 kHz, mono 1pass CBR
Video codec: Windows Media Video 9
Location:

ok J[ Coned J[ ooy |

Figure 4-8. Get the URL of an online Windows Media Player video clip
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If the video is embedded in a web page, getting the URL is a little trickier.
If you’re using Firefox or SeaMonkey, right-click an empty area of the
web page and select View Page Info. Click the Media tab, and then
scroll down the list until you see the URL of the video, which is often
the only entry that isn’t an image file (.jpg, .gif, etc.).

N

o Firefox and SeaMonkey users can also use the AdBlock Plus
"‘.“ extension, described in the Apple QuickTime portion of this
T Gk section, to get the URL of an embedded Media Player video

© file.

If you’re using Internet Explorer, right-click an empty area of the web
page and select View Source (this works in Firefox and SeaMonkey,
too); some familiarity with HTML will make this task much easier.
Press Ctrl-F and search the code for text that would likely appear in a
video clip URL, such as .asf, .asx, .wmv, or rstp:. Somewhere in the
code, you’ll hopefully find a full (or partial) URL for the source video clip
that looks something like rstp://www.some.server/videos/penguin.asx.
If you’re lucky enough to find the URL, you can proceed to download it
by following the instructions for Real Player, previously in this section.
Otherwise, you may be out of luck.

Sound and Music

Microsoft revamped the audio subsystem in Windows Vista in order to solve
a series of problems it maintains caused stability and quality shortcomings
in earlier versions. For one, Microsoft moved most of the code that handles
sound out of the drivers and into another echelon of Vista’s architecture. In
short, this is why your sound doesn’t work.

Next, Microsoft redesigned the tools you use to manage sound in Vista,
such as the Volume Control and the Sound dialog in Control Panel. This is
why you can’t find anything.

As a result, manufacturers of sound cards simply discontinued their older
products rather than trying to make them Vista-compatible. This is why you
have to throw out your old sound card, and why you shouldn’t spend too
much on a new one.
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Get Sound Where There Is None

Sound in Windows Vista is quite a bit more complicated than it needs to be,
so troubleshooting sound problems is a real chore. The best way to fix a PC
that won’t play sound is with a systematic approach.

Start with the obvious. If you’re using external speakers, make sure they’re
plugged in, turned on, and turned up. Try plugging the speakers into an iPod,
home stereo, or other audio source to make sure they’re actually working,.

Using a laptop with integrated speakers? Most laptops have their own inde-
pendent volume controls, and some are unlucky enough to have two or three.
The first type is the old-school walkman-esque dial, usually found right next
to the headphone/speaker jack (sometimes these dials only control external
audio, but not always). The second type is usually found on the keyboard,
accessed by holding the Fn key while pressing another key decorated with a
speaker icon. The third type is found on newer laptops, in the group of media
quick-access buttons. Make your best effort to turn all these controls up.

N
- Sometimes the push-button volume controls on laptops
.".“ operate the system volume directly, and sometimes they

merely send signals to a Windows application that, in turn,
controls the volume. If your laptop’s volume controls don’t
seem to be working, the application with which they com-
municate may not be installed or running. You can usually
download the media access software from the PC manufac-
turer’s web site.

If hardware volume controls are a dead end, open the Vista’s Volume Mixer
(sndvol.exe”), and then open the Device menu. If there’s more than one
device listed, make sure the one you want to use has a checkmark next to it.
Turn up the Device volume control as high as it will go. Also check the sub-
ordinate volume controls to the right, one for each open sound-enabled
application and one for Windows itself, and make sure they’re all turned up.

Next, go to Control Panel —» Sound, and choose the Playback tab
(Figure 4-9). If, again, there’s more than one device listed here, highlight the
one you want to use and click the Set Default button.

* Note that it’s no longer sndvol32.exe, as it was in earlier versions of Windows.
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Figure 4-9. More than one sound device on your PC? If so, you may have been setting the
volume on the wrong card all this time

A w
\
Ay Note that a single hardware device, such as a sound card,
as may be responsible for multiple sound devices shown in
'&\\ % . . .
3¢ Control Panel. For instance, most higher-end audio cards have

both analog (headphone jack) and digital (coax or optical/
SPDIF) outputs, so make sure the one you’re using is set as the
default, and is marked with the little green checkmark icon.

With the sound device you want to use highlighted in the Playback win-
dow, click the Properties button, and choose the Custom tab, and make
sure the Digital Output Only option is turned off. Then choose the Levels
tab, and make sure all the volume controls here are turned up, and none are
muted. (Muted levels have small red symbols on the blue speaker buttons,
as shown—albeit in black and white—in Figure 4-10.)
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Figure 4-10. The volume controls for your sound card’s inputs and outputs are buried in
Control Panel, not in the Volume Mixer

Next, choose the Advanced tab. Click Test to play three tones in the left
channel, followed by three in the right (more if you have a 5.1 or 6.1 setup).

If you don’t hear anything, and you don’t see an error message at this
point, there’s likely a problem with your speaker jack, cable, or speakers.

If you hear only three tones, it means only one stereo channel is work-
ing; either the left or right channel (or speaker) is out. The left channel
tones decrease in frequency (higher to lower), while the right channel
tones increase (lower to higher).

If you have more than two speakers, but don’t hear sound out of all of
them, close the Properties window and click Configure to show the
Speaker Setup page. Follow the prompts to tell Windows how many
speakers you have.

If you hear sound in some applications and not others, it could be the

fault of the Exclusive Mode options in the Properties window. Try turn-
ing off one or both of the options here, click Apply, and try again.
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* If you hear the tones, but you can’t hear music played from an audio
CD, the analog audio cable that typically connects CD drives in desk-
top PCs to sound cards might be missing, or plugged into the wrong
connector. (Laptops and newer SATA drives don’t usually use these
cables.) It’s a thin cable with small, plastic, three- or four-conductor
plugs, and is found inside your PC case. Unless you’re using an add-on
sound card, this cable should be plugged into your motherboard; if
there’s more than one port, try the others until you get sound.

* If you see the message, “Failed to play test tone,” it means there’s a prob-
lem with the driver. Either it’s the wrong driver for the device, the driver
isn’t Vista compatible, or the device itself is not Vista compatible. Solu-
tions are discussed shortly

If you have more than one audio device, and the current default won’t pro-
duce any sound, try the others, if possible. For instance, if your add-on
sound card doesn’t work, but the sound outputs on your motherboard do,
then you know your sound card is the problem.

A w
Trying to get the sound adapter built in to your motherboard

.‘s‘ (desktop or laptop) to work? Check your BIOS settings and
T Gkt make sure the adapter is enabled, as described in Appendix A.

.

If none of the tools in Control Panel or the Volume Mixer seem to help, it’s
time to start looking at your sound device. Open Control Panel — Device
Manager (or launch devmgmt.msc), and expand the Sound, video and game
controllers branch. If your device isn’t listed, then Windows hasn’t detected
it, and hasn’t loaded a driver for it. If it’s listed, but its icon is covered with a
red X, then it’s just disabled; right-click the device and select Enable.

If the device icon is covered with a yellow exclamation point, then there’s
something wrong with the driver or the device. The first course of action is
to right-click the device and select Uninstall. Check the Delete the driver
software for this device option, and click OK. When the uninstallation is
complete, restart Windows, and Vista should redetect the device and install
new drivers by itself. If this doesn’t work, visit the sound card manufac-
turer’s web site and download the latest drivers for your card.

Now, if none of your sound devices work, including ones that are supposed to
be Vista-compatible, you may have stumbled upon a nasty problem that some-
times affects Vista when it’s been installed over an earlier version of Windows.
If this is the case with your PC, you should spend some time and remove any
remnants of old audio drivers. But be prepared for the possibility that Vista will
never produce sound reliably until it has been reinstalled from scratch. To test
this hypothesis, try installing another copy of Vista alongside your current
installation; see Chapter 1 for details on setting up a dual-boot system.
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Get Windows to Listen

Want to transfer those old vinyl LPs to MP3s? Want to use voice dictation
software? Want to record video, and need to send the audio track through
your sound card? Want to use your PC as a makeshift karaoke machine?
Getting Vista to record that sound may not be so easy.

Vista allows more than one audio device, a “feature” that usually makes
troubleshooting audio problems needlessly complicated (as evidenced by the
previous section). This is particularly true when recording sound, given that
Windows can only record from one source at a time.

A single audio device may have two or three audio inputs: an analog (mono)
microphone input, an analog stereo “Line-In” or auxiliary input, and some-
times a digital S/PDIF input. And special devices, like voice dictation head-
sets and TV tuner cards, have their own inputs. All the inputs for all your
audio devices are listed in Control Panel -+ Sound — Recording tab, shown
in Figure 4-11. (Most desktop sound cards also have internal inputs for CD
audio, discussed in the previous section, but these almost never show up in
Control Panel.)

To choose the default audio source, highlight the device you want to use
and click Set Default. Most applications will automatically use the default
device to record sound, but some (particularly voice-dictation software)
require that you choose a source separately in the application itself.

R
]

If you have a USB audio device, such as a voice-dictation
headset, Windows may set it as the default recording and
% playback device each time you plug it in. This will make it
" look like your sound stops working each time you use the
headset; of course, all you have to do is change the default
playback device, as described in the previous section.

Next, you’ll need to set the recording level (volume) of the device; most of
the time, the default level is 0 (off), which won’t produce any sound at all.
With the device highlighted, click Properties, choose the Levels tab and
move the slider to the right until the level is at least 50. While you’re here,
choose the Custom tab, and make sure the Do Not Monitor option is
turned off. Click OK when you’re done.

If you're setting up a voice-dictation microphone, you may have to com-
plete a separate wizard in the software itself to set the input source and its
recording level. For instance, if you’re using Vista’s built-in speech recogni-
tion feature, go to Control Panel —» Ease of Access — Speech Recognition
Options — Set up microphone.
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Figure 4-11. Most recording problems are caused by incorrect settings on this Control
Panel page

For best results when using voice-dictation software, use a
USB microphone/headset instead of the conventional type
4 that plugs directly into your sound card. Not only will the
" quality and clarity improve, but you’ll effectively bypass the
often troublesome sound card drivers in favor of a more
direct link.

Fix Garbled Music

Your music not sounding its best? The most likely candidate is an “enhance-
ment” in your music player; sometimes these just don’t play nice with
Vista’s audio drivers.

In Windows Media Player, press the Alt key to open the menu, and select
View — Enhancements — Graphic Equalizer. In the Enhancements pane
that appears, click the Turn off link that appears (if the link says Turn On,
the equalizer is already turned off). Next, return to the Enhancements
menu, select SRS WOW Effects, and click the Turn off link there as well.
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If you're having this problem in iTunes, select View — Show Equalizer, and
clear the checkbox next to the On option. Next, select Edit — Preferences,
choose the Playback tab, and turn off the Sound Enhancer option. Click OK
when you’re done.

Or, in WinAmp, select Options — Equalizer, and if there’s a checkbox next
to EQ enabled, turn it off.

Whether or not this adjustment fixes the problem, this is not a problem a
fully functional sound card should have. Make sure you have the latest driv-
ers, and consider replacing the card if nothing else seems to work.

Crossfade Your Music

Crossfading is a feature present in Windows Media Player and other music
players that eliminates the gaps between songs by gradually overlapping
adjacent tracks. (Radio DJs do this, but they undoubtedly have better equip-
ment than you do.) To enable crossfading, open Windows Media Player, go
to View — Enhancements —» Crossfading and Auto Volume Leveling. On
the Enhancements pane that appears, click the Turn on Crossfading link
(Figure 4-12), and then adjust the amount of overlap to your liking.

& Windows Media Player (= [ = ]

chrw F‘Ta'yin g Librany

e —

g and Auto Volume Leveling

reling

7 a1 N =
4 N (nidd |@| Pl 4D - 7

4

Figure 4-12. Crossfading, which overlaps songs to reduce dead air, works only in certain
circumstances

174 | Chapter4: Working with Media



Crossfading only works on data files (such as MP3 or WMA), and then only
when the two songs are encoded with the same sampling rate (e.g., 192
Kbps or 256 Kbps). Crossfades won’t work if you are playing an ordinary
audio CD, or, for some reason, a data CD that was originally burned with
Windows Media Player.

N
o Now, it’s possible that crossfading is actually working, but
"‘.‘ you can’t tell because your music files have more than a few
. & . . .
o3 seconds of silence at the beginning or end. To test the fea-

ture, try playing a few songs that don’t begin or end in a
fade. And try increasing the amount of overlap by moving
the crossfade slider to the right.

To enable crossfading in iTunes (which, ironically, is not something you can
do with an iPod), select Edit - Preferences, choose the Playback tab, and
turn on the Crossfade playback option.

Crossfading is really annoying when you’re listening to
spoken-word tracks or dialog from movie soundtracks. Try
it; you’ll see what I mean.

Extract Sound from Video

You’d think that sound and video are easily separable, especially given the
fact that they’re shown as separate entities in the timeline view in Windows
Movie Maker. No such luck, but it is possible with the right software.

The Windows Media Stream Editor, a component of the free Windows Media
Encoder (available from http://www.microsoft.com/windows/windowsmedia/

forpros/encoder/default.mspx), can extract the audio from a .wmv video file and
save it into a standalone Windows Media Audio (wma) file:

1. First, open the Windows Media Stream Editor and click Add Source.
Locate a .wmv or .asf file, and click Open.

2. Expand the branches by highlighting the file in the list and pressing the
asterisk (*) key, place a checkmark next to the Audio entry, and then
click Add.

3. Then, click Create File, specify an output filename, and click Save.

4. When you’re ready, click Start to begin the extraction.

When the process is complete, you’ll have a standard .wma file; see the next
section for ways to convert it to MP3 or any other format.
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To yank out the audio track from non-Microsoft video formats, you’ll need
a different program. A full-blown video editing application like Adobe Pre-
miere (http://www.adobe.com) can do this handily, as can Blaze Media Pro
(http://www.blazemp.com), but if you want to do it for free, try the AoA
Audio Extractor (http://www.aoamedia.com/audioextractor.htm).

Convert Audio Files

You’d think after all these years, the tech industry would learn its lesson.
They put us through the Beta versus VHS battle in the 80s, the Netscape ver-
sus Internet Explorer battle in the 90s, and the HD DVD versus Blu-Ray bat-
tle in the naughts. On the computer front, the battle of the formats is
everywhere, including digital music.

It wasn’t always this way. At the beginning of the digital music revolution, it
was the compact file size and reasonably good quality of the MP3 file for-
mat that popularized portable digital players like the iPod (not to mention
P2P file sharing and the like, but that’s a different story). But now we have
Apple’s M4A, M4P, and lossless AAC formats; Microsoft’s various versions
of the WMA format; OGG Vorbis; Sony’s bygone ATRAC; and so on.
Granted, most of these formats have risen from the need to copy-protect
downloadable music, as well as offer audiophiles better fidelity, but the lack
of a single standard is nothing more than a pain in the neck to music lovers
everywhere.

Music purchased from Apple’s iTunes music store can only be played by
Apple iPods (and some Motorola phones). Very few players are compatible
with audio files from Microsoft’s URGE music store; even some of
Microsoft’s own Zune players can’t play URGE files! And there’s no music
player that’ll play all the commercially available formats.

So, in order to play all the music you have on any particular player, you may
have to convert some of it to the proper format, and that’s easier said than
done.

For one, converting anything other than lossless audio to your desired for-
mat will reduce the quality of the music. (Examples of lossless audio include
WAV files, Apple’s lossless AAC, and, of course, audio CD tracks.) Also,
most music purchased online is distributed in protected formats (like
iTunes’ M4P and Microsoft’s protected WMA), and neither Apple nor
Microsoft want you converting their content to an unprotected format. But
the good news is that where there’s a will, there’s a way.
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Apple’s iTunes software, (http://www.apple.com/itunes/) is free even if you
don’t have an iPod or any intention of buying music from the iTunes Music
Store, and it can convert songs easily and quickly. It supports MP3 (all
bitrates), AAC (.m4p, .m4a, and .m4b), AIFF, lossless AAC, and .wav files.
Here’s how to do it:

1. Start iTunes, and select Music from the Library section on the left.

2. If all your music isn’t already in the iTunes library, drag-drop your
music files onto the iTunes window.

A w

‘ If you move the files into your iTunes music folder before

dragging them into the iTunes application, iTunes will, by

e default, organize them into folders based on their embedded

" tag information. If the files are located elsewhere, they’ll be
left in their current locations.

3. Next, select Edit - Preferences, choose the Advanced tab, and then
choose the Importing subtab. Select the file format you want to use
from the Format Using listbox (i.e., choose MP3 Encoder to convert to
the MP3 format), and then select a compression level from the Setting
listbox. (If you don’t know which settings to use, MP3 at 192kbps is a
good compromise among quality, flexibility, and resulting file size, and
the files you create can be played anywhere.) Click OK when you’re done.

4. Finally, highlight one or more songs in your music library, right-click,
and select Convert Selection to MP3 (or AAC, or whatever). Shortly
thereafter, iTunes will place the newly converted file alongside the origi-
nal—both in the library and in same folder on your hard disk—while
leaving the original file intact.

Of course, neither iTunes nor Windows Media Player will let you convert
protected files, but they’ll both let you burn protected music to an audio
CD. Then, all you have to do is rip the CD back into an unprotected for-
mat. In fact, NoteBurner (http://www.noteburner.com) creates a virtual CD-
RW drive on your system specifically for this purpose, allowing you to burn
and rip your protected songs without wasting any discs. Unfortunately, the
burn-rip process will completely obliterate the embedded tags (meaning that
you’ll have to retype the track names and other information by hand).

N
< By default, Windows Media Player adds DRM copy protec-
:‘,‘ tion to all music files you rip from CDs. To turn this off,
ey open Windows Media Player, select Tools — Options,

* choose the Rip Music tab, and turn off the Copy protect
music option.

Soundand Music | 177

=
o

o
&

yam Gunjiom



http://www.apple.com/itunes/)
http://www.noteburner.com

To convert protected files and preserve your tags, you’ll need one of the doz-
ens of different DRM removal tools available, such as Tunebite (http://www.
tunebite.de/) or MyFairTunes (http://www.hymn-project.org/).

Of course, no matter how you do it, there will always be a loss in quality
when you’re converting from one compressed format to another. The excep-
tion is when you convert a protected file to an unprotected file of the same
format, such as .m4p to .m4a or protected .wma to unprotected .wma, pro-
vided the software you use supports lossless conversion.

Fix Music Tags

Most music players, including both Windows Media Player and Apple
iTunes, pay no attention to the filenames of your music files, but rather read
the information (called tags) that are embedded therein. Most audio for-
mats support tags for the artist, track, album, year, genre, and about a hun-
dred other things. To get your music player to display and organize your
music properly, the tags in your music files must be correct, and unless all
your music came from the same source, some tag cleaning is often in order.

Most music library programs allow you to edit the tags of your music files.
Windows Media Player (via the Advanced Tag Editor feature) as well as
iTunes (discussed earlier in this chapter) even let you modify the tags of sev-
eral files at once. You can even edit tags for individual files right in Win-
dows Explorer (see Chapter 2), or multiple files if you install the AudioShell
extension (http://softpointer.com/).

But what if you have a lot of music files without any tags at all? Try to
import those files into a program like iTunes, and you’ll just end up with
countless tracks labeled “Unknown Artist.” The solution is to use the file-
names to generate the tags, and for this, you can use Ultra Tag Editor (http://
www.atelio.com/):

1. Open Ultra Tag Editor, use the tree to navigate to the folder containing
your files, and place checkmarks next to the specific files you want to
fix.

2. Below, choose the Ultra Tagger tab, and then, from the Action listbox,
select Generate Tag from Filename (Figure 4-13).

3. Now, Ultra Tag Editor needs you to tell it where in your songs’ file-
names to find the artist name, track title, track number, album name, and
so on, so you'll need to examine the filename of a typical music file on
your hard disk, which might look something like Artist—Album-Title.mp3.
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Although programs like Ultra Tag Editor are flexible, they do
require that your filenames be uniform (i.e., all using the

v “Artist=Track.mp3” format, for instance). Since you likely

" have a mish-mash of different filenames, you’ll need a pro-
gram like Power Rename (part of Creative Element Power
Tools, http://www.creativelement.com/powertools/) to fix up
your filenames with ease, without resorting to manually
renaming individual files.

First, determine the delimiter used to separate the information in your
filenames (a hyphen, -, in this case), and type it into the Delimiters
field. Next, type %1 into the field containing the first piece of informa-
tion (e.g., Artist), %2 into the field containing the second (e.g.,
Album), %3 for the third (e.g., Title), and so on. (Imagine your files
look like %1-%2-%3-%4. .. .mp3).

4. When you’re done, click the Generate button to preview the new tags,
and click Write Tags to commit your changes.

Ultra Tag Editor can also go the other direction—that is, to generate file-
names based on tags. Better yet, both Windows Media Player and Apple
iTunes can organize your music into folders (e.g., \Music\Artist\Album)
based on the embedded tag information.
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Photos, Pictures, Images

To Microsoft’s credit, Vista’s built-in support for photos is much better than
XP’s, and it’s about time. It would be even better if it all worked properly.

For instance, Windows Explorer has a nifty thumbnail display, along with
the handy Views pull-down that lets you quickly scale the thumbnails or
switch to the Details view (Figure 4-14). Now, Explorer is supposed to
choose the default view for each folder based on its contents, but the chim-
panzee who wrote the code should’ve been better trained. It’s not unusual to
see a folder full of Microsoft Access .mdb files shown as thumbnails, while a
folder full of photos is shown in the Details view!

(=@ = ]
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MEE = o Largelcons

== Medium Icons Attributes
= b
E-i 3% Smalllcons @ ) o
owe | i — g
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Figure 4-14. Vista has a much-improved thumbnail display but has trouble remembering
when to use it

When Explorer gets it wrong, it’s easy enough to click the Views button to
cycle through the various display modes (or click the arrow to choose a view
from the list), but it’s more effective to change Windows Explorer’s percep-
tion of the folder. Right-click the folder, choose the Customize tab
(Figure 4-15), and from the Use this folder type as a template list, choose
one of the five available templates.
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Restore Default
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|
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Figure 4-15. Use the Customize tab to choose a display template for the selected folder,
but don’t forget to customize the template

Here’s where it gets a little confusing. First, a template is a collection of
folder display settings that includes the view (e.g., Large Icons, Details, etc.),
the sorting method, and the columns displayed. But you can’t change any of
these settings here. Nor can you add or remove templates or change the
rules Windows uses when it picks a template automatically (hence the prob-
lems just outlined).

Next, the templates themselves don’t make a whole lot of sense:

All Items
Basically the default view, Explorer uses this template when there’s no
specific reason to use one of the others. The columns shown by default
are Name, Date Modified, Type, and Size.

Documents
Used for the Documents folder and all of its subfolders, this template is
identical to the All Items template, except for the addition of the Tags
column.
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Pictures and Videos
A thumbnail display by default, this template is shown for folders con-
taining photo and video files. The columns shown are predominantly
for photos, though: Name, Date Taken, Tags, Size, and Rating. (If you
want columns useful for video files, such as Duration and Frame rate,
you’ll have to add them yourself.)

Music Details
Shown by default for music files (e.g., MP3 and WMA files), this shows
files in Details view, making Explorer look somewhat like iTunes” music
library listing. The default columns are Name, Artists, Album, #,
Genre, and Rating. (Most of the columns get their information from the
tags embedded in the music files, as described in “Fix Music Tags,” ear-
lier in this chapter.)

Music Icons
This is exactly the same as Music Details, except the files are shown as
thumbnails (Large Icons) by default. Why Microsoft felt the need to
have two different music templates, yet only a single template for both
photos and video files, is anybody’s guess.

So, how do you put these to use? The key is to not accept Vista’s defaults,
but rather to customize each template so that the view Explorer shows you
is more likely to be the one you’ll want. Here’s how you do it:

1. Find a folder with files that are uniquely representative of a certain kind
of content, like a bunch of photos or a collection of music files, and
open it in a new window.

2. Right-click the folder in the tree to your left, select Properties, and then
choose the Customize tab.

3. Choose a template that most closely matches the contents of the selected
folder (i.e., Pictures and Videos for a folder containing .jpg files).
A

The Also apply this template to all subfolders option here is

particularly handy in that it allows you to customize an

tit entire branch of folders. For instance, you might store all

* your digital photos in various subfolders of the Pictures
folder, but this option ensures that they’re all shown as
thumbnails while preserving the more useful Details view for
other types of content.

qs
[
N

4. Click OK to close the Properties window.

5. Use the Views drop-down to set a view you find suitable for the files in
this folder (e.g., Large Icons for photos).
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6. Right-click the column headers in the right pane, select More, and then
place checkmarks next to all the columns you’d like shown. When
you’re done, click OK, and then use your mouse to rearrange and resize
the columns to taste.

7. Sort the listing by clicking the appropriate column; click a second time
to reverse the sort order.

8. When the folder looks the way you want all folders of this kind to look,
click Organize and then select Folder and Search Options.

9. Choose the View tab, click Apply to Folders, answer Yes, and then
click OK.

This will save your changes to the active template so that the next folder you
view with similar content (at least in theory) will be displayed with the same
view settings. This change won’t affect any other templates.

N
o Aside from templates, Windows Explorer can remember the
"‘,‘ view settings for the 30 or so most recently viewed folders. In
"0 % . .
o3 Explorer, click Organize and then select Folder and Search

Options. Choose the View tab, turn on the Remember each
folder’s view settings option, and then click OK. Of course,
if you want to make sure your templates are always used,
then turn off this option.

Although Vista is very good about remembering your customizations to each
of its templates, it’s not very good about remembering which template to use
for a given folder, nor will it reliably choose the appropriate template based
on the contents. There are two ways around this.

First, if you don’t foresee the need for thumbnails or special columns for
music or other media, then you may just as well customize each of the five
templates exactly the same way. That is, repeat the nine steps earlier in this
section for each template, choosing the same view, sort, and column set-
tings each time. That way, no matter which template Windows picks, you’ll
get the view you want every single time.

The other way you can help Windows choose templates appropriately is to
be diligent about where you store your media files. For instance, if you put
all your digital photos in the Pictures folder—or, designate the folder where
your pictures are stored as the official Pictures folder, as described in the
next section—then Windows Explorer will be more likely to use the correct
template. Of course, it isn’t foolproof, but in Windows Vista, what is?
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Choose a New Pictures Folder

One way Windows helps you organize your files is to direct different kinds
of content to different locations. There’s a Music folder, a Videos folder, a
Saved Games folder, and a Pictures folder. Put all your digital pictures in
your Pictures folder, for example, and that’s where most photo applications
will prompt you to open and save your files. And as explained in the previ-
ous section, Windows Explorer will be more likely to display your pictures
as thumbnails if they’re in the Pictures folder (or a subfolder thereof). But
what if you don’t want to put your pictures there?

Since years of digital photos can take up gobs of hard disk space, many peo-
ple have started storing their pictures (as well as their music) on second hard
disks, and it can be a pain to have to manually switch to the new location
each time you need to open or save a file.

The solution is to tell Windows where your Pictures folder ought to be, a
task that requires a quick Registry modification:

1. Open the Registry Editor (described in Chapter 3).

2. Expand the branches to HKEY CURRENT USER\Software\Microsoft\
Windows\CurrentVersion\Explorer\User Shell Folders.

A
o Also in the Explorer branch of the Registry is the Shell
.‘s‘ Folders key. According to Microsoft, the key is no longer
T %k used in Vista, although you may want to update it as well for

" good measure. (You never know which applications may still

be reading from it.)

3. Double-click the My Pictures value in the right pane, and type (or paste)
the full path of the folder you want to use (e.g., d:\Photos). (The default
here is USERPROFILE%\Pictures, which is an expandable string value that
points to the Pictures subfolder of your personal profile folder.)

4. Click OK and then close the Registry Editor when you’re done.

5. Next, open Windows Explorer, open your profile folder (the one match-
ing your user name at the top of the tree), and select the Pictures folder
inside.

6. Right-click the desktop.ini file and select Copy. (This file is hidden; see
Chapter 2 for details on setting up Windows Explorer to show hidden
files.)

7. Navigate to your new pictures folder (e.g., d:\Photos), right-click an
empty area of the folder, and select Paste.
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The change should take effect immediately, but you may have to restart any
open applications before they’ll recognize the new location. (Strictly speak-
ing, the copying of desktop.ini in steps 5—7 is optional, but it does help Win-
dows Explorer display the folders properly.) To test the change, open
Microsoft Paint (mspaint.exe), and select File - Open. If the folder that
appears is the folder you chose, then you’re all done.

You can change the locations of other “special” folders with the same tech-
nique. For instance, put the location of your MP3 collection into the My
Music value. Or, put the location of your Media Center recordings into the
My Video value.

Of course, sometimes you’ll have to make a few other changes, depending
on the applications you have installed. A classic example is Apple’s iTunes
software. Now, to Apple’s credit, you can change the location of your music
folder easily by going to Edit — Preferences - Advanced tab, but iTunes will
continue to store your music library files in your official Music folder. To
convince it to put everything in your preferred location, open up the Regis-
try Editor, expand the branches to HKEY_CURRENT USER\Software\Apple
Computer, Inc.\iTunes, double-click the Win2KMyMusicFolder value, and type
(or paste) the full path to your new music folder. See Chapter 3 for a way to
quickly search the Registry for other occurrences of %USERPROFILE%\Music
that might be present, in order to completely commit Windows to the new
location.

Get Thumbnails for RAW Photos

Windows understands a bunch of common image and movie formats out of
the box, and can produce thumbnails for your files in Medium, Large, and
Extra Large Icons views. To get Windows to recognize a new format,
though, you need to install the appropriate Windows Imaging Component
(WIC) codec.

Once you’ve set up your digital SLR camera to produce “RAW” images (as
opposed to the lesser JPEG or TIFF formats), you can install one of these
codecs to get Windows to display thumbnails for your files:

Canon CR2
http://www.usa.canon.com/opd/controller?act=OPDSupportVistaAct
Nikon NEF
http://www.nikonimglib.com/nefcodec/

Olympus ORF
http://www.olympus.co.jp/en/support/imsg/digicamera/download/
software/codec/
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Pentax PEF
http://www.pentax.co.jp/english/support/digital/rawcodec_vista.html

Sony SRF
http://support.d-imaging.sony.co.jp/www/cyber-shot/download/raw_
driver_e/

If your camera isn’t supported, or if the appropriate codec doesn’t work, try
the free ArcSoft RAW Thumbnail Viewer, available at http://www.arcsoft.com/
products/rawviewer/. It adds thumbnail support to Vista for RAW formats
from Canon, Hasselblad, Kodak, Leica, Mamiya, Nikon, Olympus, Pentax,
Ricoh, Samsung, Sigma, and Sony, and even works with Adobe Digital Neg-
ative (DNGQ) files.

The alternative is to use a separate picture viewer with its own thumbnail
display, like Google’s free Picasa manager (http://picasa.google.com/), or
commercial products like Adobe Photoshop Elements (http://www.adobe.com/)
and DxO Optics Pro (http://dxo.com/).

To add thumbnail support for new video formats, just install the latest video
codecs, covered later in this chapter, and Vista will do the rest.

Get Rid of the Windows Photo Gallery

Like the Windows Picture and Fax Viewer found in Windows XP, Vista’s
own Windows Photo Gallery application is not easy to get rid of. You can
install a new application that makes itself the default for your image files,
and in some cases, the Windows Photo Gallery will still appear when you
double-click image files.

A w
o If you want to use another image viewer without making any
.‘s‘ changes to your system, there are ways to open images other
% than double-clicking. For instance, you can drag-drop an
" image file onto the window of any viewer to open it, or even
right-click an image file and select Open With to choose

another program.

To choose a different application as the default for photos, you may have to
disable the Windows Photo Gallery:
1. Open the Registry Editor (described in Chapter 3).

2. Expand the branches to HKEY_CLASSES ROOT\SystemFileAssociations\.ico\
ShellEx\ContextMenuHandlers\ShellImagePreview.
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3. Highlight the ShellImagePreview key, select File - Export, type a file-
name, and click Save to back up this Registry key. (See Chapter 3 for
details.)

4. Delete the ShellImagePreview key and close the Registry Editor when
you’re done.

If you don’t want to mess around in the Registry, you can also do this with
Creative Element Power Tools (hitp://www.creativelement.com/powertools/):

1. Open the Creative Element Power Tools Control Panel, turn on the Edit
file type associations option, click Accept, and then close the Control
Panel.

2. Right-click any image file and select Edit File Type.

3. On the right side, right-click Windows Photo Gallery Viewer Image
Verbs, and select Open Registry Editor here.

4. In the Registry Editor, select File - Export, type a filename, and then
click Save to back up this Registry key. Close the Registry Editor to
return to File Type Doctor.

5. With Windows Photo Gallery Viewer Image Verbs still highlighted,
click the Remove button.

=
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To re-enable the Windows Photo Gallery at any time, just double-click the
Registry patch you created.

A

\
o Microsoft in its infinite wisdom created a new image file for-
.‘s‘ mat to be released along with Windows Vista, called HD

Photo. (I think that makes about 60 formats we now get to deal
with.) Unfortunately, very few applications support this for-
mat, so if you need to routinely view these files (with the .hdp
filename extension), you may want to keep Windows Photo
Gallery intact for this purpose. Of course, you could always
manually edit the .hdp file type and add the
ShellImagePreview key to its ContextMenuHandlers key, allow-
ing you to freely disable Windows Photo Gallery for all other
formats. See Chapter 3 for details on the structure of file

types.

.

Get Accurate Color Qutput

Ever notice that the colors in digital photos you view on your PC don’t quite
match the real thing, or even the colors on the little screen on the back of
your digital camera? Or, have you noticed that the colors your printer
reproduces don’t match those on your monitor?
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This is a common problem, and one, unfortunately, without a clear-cut,
foolproof solution. The problem is that your monitor, printer, scanner, and
digital camera all handle color a little differently. It’s up to you to calibrate
Windows so that all of these devices know what subtle adjustments they
need to make to preserve your colors without botching your photos too

badly.

A

iy Before you do anything, make sure your display adapter

:‘,“ (video card) is set to the highest color depth it supports.
* 9k Right-click an empty portion of the desktop, select Personal-

" ize, and then click Display Settings. From the Colors drop-
down list, select Highest (32 bit). If the Resolution slider to
the left drops when you do this, see Chapter 5.

First, you’ll need to gamma-correct your monitor, which helps ensure that
its brightness and color balance are optimized for your setup. Many higher-
end monitors have gamma adjustment features, but barring that, you can
use the free QuickGamma utility (Figure 4-16), available at hitp:/
quickgamma.de/indexen.html. (A similar utility also comes with Adobe Photo-
shop, although the author of QuickGamma claims that it’s more accurate.)
The process essentially involves adjusting a few controls until two different
grayish regions appear indistinguishable when you squint. If you’re a perfec-
tionist, you should elect to adjust red, green, and blue values independently.

Next, open Control Panel and then Color Management. Each imaging
device on your system should be accompanied by a matching International
Color Consortium (ICC) profile, and the Color Management window,
shown in Figure 4-17, is where you manage these files.

Start with your monitor; select it from the Device list, and then click Add. If
you’re lucky, you’ll see a matching profile in the list (having been installed
with your driver); otherwise, you’ll have to dig up the correct ICC profile
from the manufacturer of your monitor and then install it by clicking the
Browse button here.

A

If you have trouble finding ICC profiles from the manufactur-

ers of your monitor, scanner, printer, or camera, try a site like

s+ Chromix (http://'www.chromix.com) or IPhotolCC (http://

© www.littlecms.com/iphoto/profiles.htm). Of course, you can
also search Google for your specific product and model, like
this: Epson 1520 ICC.
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Figure 4-16. Use QuickGamma to adjust your monitor so colors are displayed more
accurately

In some cases, you may find more than one ICC profile for your device, each
differentiated with a numeric code like D93 or 6500K. These numbers indi-
cate the color temperature, a number that describes the color of light emit-
ted by the light source, specifically a theoretical object called a blackbody
radiator. (In the real world, the closest analog is the sun.) The K numbers
indicate temperatures in degrees Kelvin (e.g., 5000K, 6500K, 9300K) while the D
numbers indicate standard illuminants (colors of light) corresponding to
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Understanding color management settings

Figure 4-17. The Color Management window is a new, central interface for installing and
configuring ICC profiles in Windows Vista

specific correlated color temperatures (CCT). If in doubt, choose 5000K or
D50, both of which correspond to “soft daylight.”

When the new ICC profile shows up in the Profiles associated with this
device list, highlight it and click Set as Default Profile.

When you’re done with your monitor, repeat the process for your printer(s)
and scanner(s). In most cases, you’ll want to use the same color tempera-
ture (D or K value) for each ICC profile you use.

Now, your digital camera does things a little differently. If it’s like most
cameras, it should store the appropriate ICC information in the EXIF data
(discussed in the next section) embedded into each photo file you shoot.
And most high-end applications, such as modern versions of Adobe Photo-
shop, should be capable of reading these tags and putting them to use. But
in the unlikely event that your camera is included in the Device list, and you
have an ICC profile provided by your camera’s manufacturer, then you can
go ahead and install it just like the others.
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Now, playing with gamma correction and color profiles will only take you
so far. Variations in ink or toner, as well as paper, can all affect color
reproduction on a printer, and the lighting in your room can affect how
color looks on your monitor, so you’ll have to employ a little trial and error
to get the desired results. Professionals use more sophisticated tools, such as
colorimeters, to get better color matching, not to mention higher-quality
monitors, printers, and scanners. So, don’t be surprised if you don’t get per-
fect color every time.

Sort Photos Chronologically

Let me guess. You just had this big party (say, a wedding or commitment
ceremony), and you’ve gotten hundreds of photos from a dozen different
people. But when you stick them all in the same folder and sort them by
date, they’re all out of order.

The Date Modified column in Windows Explorer (go to View — Details if
you don’t see it) probably won’t reliably sort your photos. If the photogra-
pher did any post-processing (e.g., color correction, cropping, retouching) in
a program like Photoshop, the file’s date will reflect the last time the file was
saved, not when the photo was originally shot. Also, file dates and times are
typically set when a digital camera saves photos to its memory card, not nec-
essarily when the photos are taken. (The discrepancy occurs because many
high-end cameras hold the shots in memory before saving them.)

But aren’t you lucky you live in an enlightened age of obsessive photogra-
phers and feature-laden gadgets? Embedded in each digital photo is a gold-
mine of information stored by the camera as part of the EXIF (EXchangeable
Image File) format used in .jpg files, .tif files, and raw formats like Nikon’s
.nef files. EXIF data includes the date and time the photo was taken, the
camera settings used (f-stop, exposure, metering mode), the photographer’s
name (sometimes), and the dimensions of the image. If the camera supports
it, even GPS data indicating the exact geographical location of the camera
when the photo was shot can be included.

To view EXIF data for a single photo, highlight the image file in Windows
Explorer, and then stretch the Details pane until it looks like Figure 4-18.
If you don’t see a Details pane, click the Organize drop-down and select
Layout — Details Pane.
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Figure 4-18. Windows Explorer shows all the EXIF information embedded in your digital
photos, if you know where to look

A w
8 Of course, you won’t find EXIF data in scans of film, nor in
:‘:‘ digital photos that were modified by software that doesn’t
b support the format. For the record, recent versions of Adobe

Photoshop and Paint Shop Pro, and even Vista’s measly lit-
tle Paint program, retain all EXIF data in most circum-
stances, but many older programs and image converters do
not. If in doubt, run a little test before you modify any pre-
cious photos: open a photo in your program and save it to a
new filename. If the information shows up in Windows
Explorer when you highlight the new file, then your soft-
ware is safe to use.

If you select more than one file, Explorer will only show the data the
selected files have in common in the Details pane. To view selective EXIF
data for a bunch of photos at once, right-click the column header bar in
Windows Explorer and select More. Place a checkmark next to any new
details you’d like to display, and click OK. Unfortunately, the details aren’t
organized at all here; the EXIF data is mixed in with MP3 tags, and other
things like Search ranking and Parental rating reason. But with a little dig-
ging, you should be able to find the relevant bits, like Dimensions, Camera
model, and, thankfully, Date Picture Taken.
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Now, sort the photos chronologically by clicking the Date Picture Taken
column header. Voila!

But what if you want to make this sorting more permanent? Use the free
Stamp utility (http://www.snapfiles.com/get/stamp.html) to rename your files
with their EXIF dates. After you do this, your photos will appear in chrono-
logical order even when sorted alphabetically.

What Stamp doesn’t do, unfortunately, is allow you to compensate for the
differences among the various cameras’ internal clocks. The discrepancies
might be as small as three or four minutes among your local guests, or sev-
eral hours for the party guest who last set up his or her camera in a different
time zone. As a result, your photos won'’t sort properly even after you use
Stamp, a problem requiring the following three-part fix:

1. First, download the free trial of Creative Element Power Tools (avail-
able at http://www.creativelement.com/powertools/), and turn on the
Change file dates and Rename files with ease options.

2. Highlight all the photos you want to fix, right-click, and select Change
Date.

3. Choose the Date/Time from file metadata option, select Date & time
photo taken by digital camera from the list, and then click Accept. This
will change all the file dates so they exactly match the dates and times
the photos were taken.

4. Next, you’ll need to determine the discrepancies among your photogra-
phers. Pick one photographer to use as the baseline, and then figure out
how far off every other photographer is from that baseline. To do this,
you’ll need to find common points of reference: one or two representa-
tive photos of the same instant by each of your photographers. (The
more photos you have, the easier this will be.) After a minute or so of
studying, you might find that, say, Kathryn’s camera was about 3 hours
faster than the baseline, while Henry’s camera was 6 minutes, 11 sec-
onds slower. (If you’re not as compulsive as I am, you don’t necessarily
need to get it down to the exact second.)

5. To fix the dates, pick a photographer (other than the baseline you chose
in step 4), and highlight all of that person’s photos. Right-click the files
and select Change Date.

6. This time, choose the Relative Date/Time option and then make your
adjustments with the controls below, like the example in Figure 4-19.
Click Accept when you’re done.
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Figure 4-19. Use the Change Date tool to fix discrepancies among the times of different
photographers’ digital photos

7. Repeat steps 5 and 6 for everyone else’s photos. When you’re done, the
photos should be in perfect order when sorted by Modified Date (but
not Date Taken, at least not yet).

8. To update the EXIF data with your new dates, use AttributeMagic Pro
(http://www.attributemagic.com/). Select the recently modified files in
the main window, use the Change Dates feature, and instruct it to set
“date taken” (exif) to “modified” (file system).

If you don’t feel comfortable messing with your photos’ valuable EXIF
tags, you can alternatively change only the filenames, as described next.

At this point, all your photos should appear in chronological order when
sorted by modified date or date taken, but depending on what you plan to
do with your pictures, this may not be enough.

Are you uploading your photos to an online photo sharing/printing service?
Or perhaps you're handing them off to someone else to sift through and
possibly modify them? If you want to make sure your careful date manipula-
tions remain intact, you may want to tag your filenames as well.

194 | Chapter4: Working with Media


http://www.attributemagic.com/

You can do this with Stamp, as described earlier, but only if you’ve updated
the EXIF dates as described in step 8, previously. But if you want to rename
your photos without changing any EXIF data, you’ll need Power Rename
(also part of Creative Element Power Tools) to tag the filenames with their
modified dates. To do this, highlight all the photos, right-click, and select
Power Rename.

N
iy If you've already renamed the photos with Stamp, place a
:‘,‘ checkmark next to Power Rename’s Crop option, select
* 9ki* from beginning, and type a number representing the amount
* of text to remove. This will get rid of Stamp’s addition to the
filename and make room for Power Rename’s own Add

stamp feature.

In Power Rename, place a checkmark next to the Add stamp option, select
file date & time, and then click the Format button. From the Choose a for-
mat list, select Custom format and then use the date/time placeholders from
the list to assemble a date format conducive to sorting. Your best bet is to
start with the year (yy or yyyy), followed by the month, day, hour, minute,
and finally, the second, like this:

yyyy-mm-dd_hh-mm-ss

For example, Power Rename would take a file with the date August 28, 2005
at 4:53:06 pm and add this to the beginning of the filename:

2005-08-28 16-53-06

Click OK and then the Accept button to rename the files. With all your pho-
tos date- and time-corrected and renamed accordingly, they’ll appear in
chronological order in almost any circumstance.

Media Center Annoyances

If you have the Home Premium or Ultimate edition of Windows Vista, then
you also have the Windows Media Center component, which allows you to
use your PC and some sort of TV tuner card as a DVR (Digital Video
Recorder). Commonly known as a TiVo™ (just as a novelty flying disc is
commonly known as a Frisbee™), a DVR lets you pause, rewind, and record
live television broadcasts.

Of course, you don’t have to stick with Media Center. If you don’t like the
program, if it crashes too often, or if you have only the Home Basic, Busi-
ness, or Enterprise edition of Vista, you can try any of several alternatives.
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Free DVR software includes GB-PVR (http://www.gbpvr.com) and MediaPortal
(http://mediaportal.sourceforge.net). Commercial products, while not neces-
sarily better than their free counterparts, include Meedio (http://www.
meedio.com), SnapStream BeyondTV (http://www.snapstream.com), and
SageTV (http://www.sage.tv).

Each product has its advantages and disadvantages. When choosing a media
center application, the most important consideration is an on-screen inter-
face you like. Aside from that, it should support HD programming and DVD
burning, work with a wide variety of remote controls, accept plug-ins or
extensions that add functionality (such as news readers and weather fore-
casters), and not crash.

Watch TV on Your TV

Unless you like watching TV on a 16-inch screen while sitting at your desk,
you probably want to hook up your Media Center PC to a real television set.
Unfortunately, this is not always as easy as it sounds.

When you connect a TV to your computer (or is it the other way around?),
you should see your entire desktop, Start menu, et al., on the big screen. If
you see nothing at all, your video card’s TV port may be disabled. If you’re
using a laptop, you may have to press a special keystroke combination to
“activate” the TV-out and external VGA ports. On some Dell laptops, for
instance, hold the Fn key while pressing F8 to switch between the internal
display, the external display, and both; consult your computer’s documenta-
tion for details. Press these keys repeatedly until you see a picture.
N

A
.

If you see everything except the video rectangle on the big
:‘,“ screen, then you have a video overlay problem. See “Fix
© s Other Playback Problems,” earlier in this chapter, for details.

Next, make sure you're using the right kind of cable, and with cabling,
there’s certainly no shortage of possibilities.

The first rule of mating a PC to a TV is to keep it all digital, if you can. If
your PC has a DVI port (standard on all new desktop PCs and upscale lap-
tops) and you have a high-definition television set, you can do precisely that.

If your computer doesn’t have a DVI port, you’ll need to replace your video
card with one that does. If you’re using a laptop, you’ll need a DVI-
equipped video card for your ExpressCard slot (or PC Card, if it’s an older
model), and these can be very spendy.
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Now, any modern HD television set will either have a DVI or HDMI plug
(tired of acronyms yet?). If it’s DVI, then it’s a simple matter of connecting
your PC to your TV with an ordinary DVI monitor cable. HDMI, luckily,
is basically the same thing as DVI, albeit with audio, and you can get
HDMI-to-DVI adapters readily from small, mom-and-pop computer stores
or on eBay.

As you’re setting up your nifty, all-digital home theater PC
system, you may hit a roadblock in the form of HDCP
(High-bandwith Digital Content Protection). HDCP is a
nasty form of copy protection imposed upon high-definition
content, such as that from an HD DVD or Blu-Ray drive, or
HD cable signal. (For those interested, there’s a rant about
this in the preface.) An in-depth discussion of HDCP is
beyond the scope of this book, but suffice it to say, it may be
the reason you’re getting a black screen instead of the movie
you’re trying to play.

If your TV has no digital video inputs—or if they’re already being used—
your next-best option is to use a DVI-to-composite adapter (also available
on eBay). Although your TV’s composite inputs are analog (not digital), they
do support 16:9 wide format and progressive-scan video, which will still
look a lot better than S-Video or (gasp) RCA connectors.

R
s

Many HDTVs have only a single digital (HDMI or DVI)
input, which may already be occupied (if you're lucky) by a
4* DVD player with a digital output. If you don’t want to settle
" for an analog connection between your PC and TV, you’'ll
need a HDMI or DVI switch, the best examples of which can
be found in some high-end digital home theater receivers.

If your TV is not high-def, or if for whatever reason digital just isn’t going to
work, then you’ve got to go analog.

If your PC has a TV-out port, it might accept a standard S-Video plug, or
barring that, an ordinary RCA plug. (If it has a proprietary connector, you
may need a special adapter from your PC manufacturer—at extra cost, of
course.)

If your computer lacks a dedicated TV-out port, see whether your TV has a
15-pin analog VGA port, in which case you can simply use a VGA-to-VGA
cable and connect your TV like a monitor. Otherwise, your PC may support
TV-out directly through its VGA port (an admittedly uncommon feature), in
which case you can get a VGA-to-RCA or VGA-to-S-Video adapter pretty
cheaply on eBay.
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So, to sum up, here are the connection methods you can try, in order from
best to worst.

Computer side Television side Signal 16:9 supported?
DvI DVI or HDMI Digital Yes

pvI composite Analog Yes

VGA or DVI-to-VGA VGA Analog Maybe

S-Video S-Video Analog No

RCA RCA Analog No

Once you’ve got the cabling in order, the next step is to set the resolution on
your PC to optimize the picture quality. Set it too low, and it’ll look pixelated;
set it too high, and you might have overscanning problems (where the video
runs off the screen). If in doubt, try a few standard resolutions until you
have one that looks good; 1024 x 768 usually works pretty well. If you still
have trouble, use PowerStrip (http://entechtaiwan.net/util/ps.shtm) to find the
optimal resolution and timing settings for your TV.

Fix Broken TV Listings

A DVR without up-to-date TV listings is nothing more than a playback
device; to record your favorite programs, your PC needs to download pro-
gram data at least once a day. Windows Media Center and other DVR appli-
cations do this automatically, but only after you’ve set them up properly. If
you’re not getting updated listings, or if your listings are wrong, here are
some things you can do to fix the problem.

First, make sure your PC’s clock is set correctly: open Control Panel — Date
and Time, and set the clock if needed. Click Apply and then choose the
Internet Time tab, click Change settings, and make sure the Synchronize
with an Internet time server option is turned on.

Next, your zip code in Media Center might be wrong, thus the program data
you’re receiving is intended for a different region. Or you may be using an
antenna, yet downloading programming data intended for cable or satellite
broadcasts. In Media Center, choose Settings -+ General -~ Media Center
Setup — Set Up TV Signal, and follow the prompts. When asked whether
you’d like to configure your TV signal automatically, select the I will manu-
ally configure my TV signal option. On the next page, choose whether your
signal comes from cable, satellite, or antenna (terrestrial broadcast), after
which you’ll be prompted to set up your TV Program Guide. When
prompted, type your zip code, and then click Next to confirm your choices
and download the programming data for your area.
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Capture HDTV Programming

So, you’ve managed to cobble together a pure digital video signal from your
PC to your high-definition television, but your broadcast programming still
looks like a 20-year-old VHS recording.

Most TV tuners can only receive standard-definition signals. If you want
high-def programming, you’ll need a few things, starting with a true HDTV
tuner card.

In North America, you’ll need an ATSC tuner; in Japan, the standard is ARIB,
and in Europe, it’s DVB. These HD tuner cards will receive terrestrial (over
the air) broadcasts, but not necessarily cable or satellite broadcasts. For that,
you’ll likely need an HD tuner with a cable card slot or a QAM tuner; contact
your cable/satellite provider for details.

While the tuner is the most important component, there are other pieces of
the HD puzzle. For instance, HD broadcasts use a lot more data, which
means you’ll need a fast processor (at least 2.4 Ghz or equivalent) for simul-
taneous capture and playback, required for basic timeshifting of HD pro-
gramming. And you’ll need a larger hard disk, too; while an hour of standard
definition (SD) programming typically consumes 1 GB of disk space, that
same hour of HD programming will eat up about 10 times as much space.
Thus that shiny new 300 GB hard disk will only get you about 25-30 hours
of HD storage.

Finally, don’t expect just any video card to be capable of displaying high-
definition, full-motion video on a high-resolution display. If your HD video
plays smoothly in a video, but is jerky when shown full-screen, it’s time for
a display adapter upgrade.

Of course, it’s possible that all your settings are correct, but you’re still get-
ting bad data. In this case, you’ll need to determine the severity of the prob-
lem. If only a single program or a single channel is off, it could be a
temporary glitch or last-minute programming change. Try manually down-
loading the latest programming data to iron out any such discrepancies.
From the main Media Center menu, choose Settings - TV — Guide — Get
Latest Guide Listings.

But if all your program data is off, you’ll have to be a bit sneaky about it.
The simplest solution is to spoof a different location by entering an adjacent
zip code to your own; you may have to try a few different codes to find the
one that delivers the data you need. If all else fails, try different DVR soft-
ware (listed at the beginning of this section), which may get its data from a
different source.
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CD and DVD Drives

The first CD burner I ever saw was the size of a small microwave oven. It
took 68 minutes to fill a 68-minute CD, and it produced more coasters than
Six Flags. Suffice it to say, things have improved, although after a few min-

utes of trying to burn a disc in Vista, you’d be hard pressed to tell.

I'll just come out and say it: the CD/DVD burning feature built into Win-
dows Vista just doesn’t work. Sure, I'll get some bafflingly defensive emails
from a handful of readers, but if you can show me a CD-R with readable

data created by Windows Vista, I'll eat my hat.

In theory, it goes like this:

1.
2.
3.

Open Windows Explorer.

Place a blank disc in your burner, and close the drawer.

Highlight your CD/DVD drive in the tree, and the Burn a Disc window
appears. Click Show formatting options to show the expanded window

in Figure 4-20.

=7 Burn a Disc &I

Prepare this blank disc

Disc title: | Trip 2 the beach

() Live File Systern - Allows you to add and erase files, like a USB
flash drive, Might not be readable on operating systems before
Windows XP.

Change version

@ Mastered - Readable on all computers and sorme CO/DVD
players. Requires you to write all files at once, and individual
files can't be erased afterwards.

Which €D or VD format should I choose?

4:\ Hide formatting options [ MNext H Cancel l

r,

Figure 4-20. Open this window each and every time you make a CD in Vista, or the disc

you make may not be readable
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4. Select the Mastered option and click Next to make the Burn a Disc win-
dow go away.

A s
o Unless you’re absolutely certain you’re only going to be
.",‘\ using this disc on Vista PCs, don’t ever use the Live File Sys-
NI Y . . s s
o3 tem. Despite Microsoft’s overly optimistic language here,

" discs formatted with the “Live” filesystem (also known as
UDF) won'’t be readable on older PCs, Macs, or just about
anything else. And if you skip steps 3 and 4 here, and instead
just start dragging files onto your disc, Windows will use the
Live File System without asking. (Naturally, there’s no way
to change the default.)

5. Drag some files or folders onto your CD/DVD drive.

6. When you’re done dragging files, click the Burn to disc button (or right-
click the CD/DVD drive and select Burn to disc), and then follow the
prompts.

At this point, Windows Explorer will crash. Or, maybe you’ll get lucky, and
nothing at all will happen (no CD, no messages, nothing).

If this is happening to you, do yourself a favor and skip the part where you
try to diagnose the problem. Instead, just use any other CD/DVD burning
software to make your discs, and you’ll never look back:

=
(=]
==
23
o =
s,
-

* You can burn ordinary data CDs and data DVDs with Express Burn,
available for free from http://www.nch.com.au/. If you want more pizzazz,
try a commercial solution, such as Roxio Easy Media Creator (http://
www.roxio.com/), Ashampoo Burning Studio (hitp://www.ashampoo.
com/), or Nero (http://www.nero.com/).

* You can make audio CDs right in Windows Media Player, as well as
Apple iTunes, by creating a custom playlist, and then burning the play-
list to a disc.

* You can make DVD movies from your TV recordings from within Win-
dows Media Center.

* To burn discs from ISO image files, as well as create ISO files from
discs, use ISO Recorder (free; hitp://isorecorder.alexfeinman.com).

With the proper disc burning software, now all that can go wrong is every-
thing else.
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Troubleshoot CD and DVD Playback Problems

Not getting the quality and reliability you expect from your audio CDs and
video DVDs? Here are some common problems and possible solutions:

Poor audio CD quality

If you hear pops, squeaks, or clicks in your audio CDs, check your source
music files to make sure they sound OK. If the tracks are originally from a
CD, re-rip any songs that have pops, squeaks, or any quality problems.

Another cause of poor sound quality on audio CDs is a mismatch between
the rated speed of your discs and the actual speed at which you burned
your music. If you're using 4X-rated CDs in an 24X burner, or vice-versa,
you could have problems. Again, higher-quality media is less likely to suf-
fer from this problem, but if all else fails, get slower CDs or a faster burner.

Volume inconsistencies

If your audio CD plays, but the songs all seem to be different volumes,
there’s not necessarily anything wrong. This is merely a fact of life when
you mix audio files from different sources; some songs will naturally be
louder than others. The best solution is to use the volume-leveling fea-
ture in your media player software.

In Windows Media Player, press the Alt key, select Tools — Options,
choose the Burn tab, and turn on the Apply volume leveling across
tracks on the CD option. Or, in iTunes, select Edit - Preferences,
choose the Advanced tab and then the Burning subtab, and turn on the
Use Sound Check option.

Smudged DVD subtitles

Illegible subtitles on video DVDs (even store-bought discs) are usually
caused by a video resolution that is set too low. If your display is set to
640x 480 or 800 600, raise the display resolution to at least 1024 x 768.

Disc won’t play in standalone player

Low-quality discs commonly cause playback problems in standalone CD
and DVD players. If the disc won’t play, or if the audio quality is bad, try a
different brand of disc. Avoid the el-cheapo blank discs in the bargain bin
at your local computer store, and instead spend the extra nickel on some
brand-name discs (I've found Verbatim discs to be consistently reliable).

Another problem that affects standalone DVD players is that of incompati-
ble disc formats. Some older players can’t read movies burned to
DVD+R/RW or DVD-R/RW discs, so you may need to buy a new player,
or settle for movies played through your PC. (The format that seems to be
the most widely supported is DVD+R, although your mileage may vary.)
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PC can’t read disc
Does Windows Explorer hang when you try to copy files off an old disc?
The most common cause of this is simply dust. Try gently wiping the
disc with a clean, soft, dry cloth, or barring that, your shirt. (Wipe in a
straight line, from the center of the disc out to the edge; don’t rub in a
circular motion.)

Files missing on a data disc

Can’t see all the files you burned to a disc, particularly if you’ve burned
the disc more than once? You may’ve deleted the old files when you
added the latest batch of files. The good news is that—unless you
erased a rewritable disc—the “deleted” files are still there, only hidden.
To retrieve them, you’ll need an application that can create a disk image
from a single track, such as ISO Recorder (free, http://isorecorder.
alexfeinman.com). Once you've created the disc image file, you can
either burn it to another disc (by itself), or you can open it with Iso-
Buster (http://www.isobuster.com) and extract the files by dragging and
dropping.

The other possibility is that you’re reading the disc with an old CD drive
that doesn’t support multisession CDs. (Each time you burn files to a
disc, you’re creating another “session,” or track, on that disc.) In this
case, there’s little you can do to make the earlier sessions readable, short
of replacing the drive. Luckily, brand-new CD/DVD readers are cheap
and plentiful!
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Windows Media Player complains about insufficient space

Assuming your arithmetic skills are up to par, and the total length of all
the tracks you’re trying to burn to an audio CD doesn’t exceed the
capacity of the disc, it’s possible that it’s a hardware problem. If you
have more than one CD or DVD drive connected to the same IDE con-
troller, they can fight for system resources. To fix the problem, make
sure that your burner is the only CD or DVD writer on the chain; if one
drive is connected to the primary IDE controller, make sure the other
one is plugged into the secondary controller, and that neither is in con-
flict with another device (such as the hard disk, usually occupying the
primary master slot).

None of your discs are readable anywhere
Visit your CD/DVD burner manufacturer’s web site and see whether
there’s a firmware update. Sometimes, a firmware bug will prevent oth-
erwise good discs, written with a good burner, from playing on a per-
fectly good player. And that’s not good.
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CHAPTER 5
Performance

Windows Vista is by no means “fast.” Running on a high-end PC, at least by
the standards of the time of the product’s release, Vista seems sluggish and
overburdened by its own weight.

This is nothing new. While the above statement may sound like an indict-
ment of Vista, Windows 95 was much worse 12 years earlier on the hard-
ware of its time. But put 95 on a PC of today, and it will fly.

Of course, Vista does more with its hardware, right? Well, there’s the Glass
interface, covered later, which certainly sucks up a lot of processor cycles.
And sure, it takes longer to copy or move files than, say, XP, but as
explained in Chapter 2, Vista is doing more in the background, which is
why you now get a single window warning you of 27 upcoming conflicts
rather than 27 individual warnings. And there’s the indexing service, also
discussed in Chapter 2, which keeps your hard disk busy much of the time.
These are all nice toys to have, but how vital are they? Are they more impor-
tant than a snappy, responsive computer, particularly after you’ve just laid
down a thousand bucks for new hardware?

Perhaps a better question: if you get a new PC with hardware that’s twice as
fast as your old machine, yet put Vista on it and end up with one that feels
slower than Windows XP did on the old hardware, is that progress?

Your PC truly spends most of its time—something like 99.9% —waiting for
you to do something. That leaves only 0.1% of the time when you really
don’t want Windows to be doing anything other than fulfilling your request.
But it’s precisely the moment you start a program, move a window across
the screen, or apply a filter in Photoshop, that you want your PC to per-
form; and of course, it’s at this moment when Windows has the most work
to do.
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This is why your PC is full of caching technologies, such as Vista’s search
indexing service. While your PC is idle, Windows uses that latent power to
read through all the documents on your hard disk, making the Windows
Explorer’s Search feature much more responsive at the moment you actu-
ally need a response. Of course, this means that search results are some-
times out of date, but that’s the price you pay for speed.

So, it usually comes down to finding a balance; do you want snappy win-
dows or do you want the Glass interface? Do you want quick file searches,
or would you rather Windows use that time to defragment your hard disk?
Do you want Windows to start up and shut down quickly, or do you want
to save power at night by shutting it down completely?

That’s what this chapter—and the whole book, really—is about: overcoming
the “try to please everybody” approach Microsoft took when it designed Vista,
by turning off the stuff you don’t need and customizing the stuff you do.

Trim the Fat

Surprise: Windows Vista is not configured for optimal performance right
out of the box. Rather, it was built to showcase all the features Microsoft
included with the product to help sell it.

Fortunately, there are a bunch of things you can do right now to speed
things up without spending a dime.

Tame Mindless Animation and Display Effects

Windows Vista animates almost every visual component that makes up its
sparkling new interface. While these affectations may be cute, they create
two performance problems. For one, they slow down the motion, causing
windows, menus, and listboxes to take longer to open and close, all of
which makes your PC feel sluggish. Second, they consume CPU cycles that
would otherwise be used to handle processor-intensive tasks like virtual
memory and gameplay.

There are settings that affect performance scattered throughout Windows,
but the ones that control display effects are the easiest to change, and go the
furthest to make Vista feel faster and more responsive.

In Control Panel, open System, and click the Advanced system settings link
on the left side (or run SystemPropertiesAdvanced.exe). In the Performance
section, click Settings. The Visual Effects tab, shown in Figure 5-1, con-
tains 20 settings, all explained later.
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.
Performance Options =50

Visual Effects | Advanced | Data Execution Prevent'onl

Select the settings you want to use for the appearance and
performance of Windows on this computer,

() Let Windows choose what's best for my computer
() Adjust for best appearance

() Adjust for best performance
@ Custom:

[ animate controls and elements inside windows
7] Animate windows when minimizing and maximizing
Enable desktop composition

Enable transparent glass

[ Fade or slide menus into view

[7] Fade or slide ToolTips into view

[7] Fade out menu items after dicking

Show preview and filters in folder

Show shadows under menus

Show shadows under mouse pointer

Show thumbnails instead of icons

Show translucent selection rectangle

Show window contents while dragging

[ slide open combo boxes

[ slide taskbar buttans

Smooth edges of scoreen fonts

[7] sSmooth-scroll list boxes

[ use a backaround image for each folder type
UUse drop shadows for icon labels on the desktop
Use visual styles on windows and buttons

[oc J[ cancel J[ sopy

e 4

Figure 5-1. The Performance Options window is a good place to start looking for fat to
trim

Unfortunately, the four selections above the list are a bit misleading. For
example, the Let Windows choose what’s best for my computer option
reverts all settings to the defaults chosen by a marketing committee at
Microsoft to best showcase Vista’s features. The Adjust for best appearance
option simply enables all features in the list, while the Adjust for best per-
formance option just disables them.

Now, depending on the prowess of your video hardware, some of these set-
tings may make more of a difference than others. And of course, some
options may not be present in your edition of Vista.
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Animate controls and elements inside windows. Turn this off to nix the
slow-fade effect on buttons and tabs in dialog boxes, the cyclic pulsat-
ing effect on the default button, and the fading scrollbar arrows. But-
tons will still glow blue as you roll over them with the mouse, but they’ll
do it sans the delay.

Animate windows when minimizing and maximizing. This controls the
squeezing and stretching that happens to windows when you minimize,
restore, and maximize them. Leave it on to see where a window went
when you minimize it, or turn it off to minimize windows without the

wait.

N
o This option also affects the disappearing/reappearing task-
.".“ bar if you have both the Auto-hide the taskbar setting in
" 94 Taskbar and Start Menu Properties and the Show window

contents while dragging option (described later) enabled.

Enable desktop composition. This vaguely named option is probably the
biggest performance drain you can adjust here, but it’s required if you
want the glass effect (described next). Desktop composition is the
behind-the-scenes scheme—run by the Desktop Window Manager
(DWM)—that keeps a snapshot of each open window in memory. Turn
it off, and Vista draws each window directly to the screen just like XP
and earlier versions did. Without it, you can’t have the Glass interface
or the thumbnail previews on the taskbar and the Alt-Tab window, but
the Windows interface will feel snappier and more responsive.
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Enable transparent glass. One of the few self-explanatory options here,
this option is covered in “Get Glass,” later in this chapter.

Fade or slide menus/ToolTips into view. Turn this off to have menus and
tool tips “snap” open.

A s
S By default, there’s a short delay between the instant you
.",‘\ click a menu and the moment the menu actually opens; see
o s . » . . .
o3 “Make Menus More Mindful,” later in this chapter, to adjust

this.

Show shadows under menus/mouse pointer. This feature has a negligible
effect on the performance of most Vista-class PCs, particularly those
with fast video cards.
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Show thumbnails instead of icons. Tt takes a lot of processor power to open
all the media files in a folder and generate thumbnail images, so this
option can potentially have a big effect on your PC’s performance (at
least while you’re using Windows Explorer). Among other things,
thumbnail generation is usually responsible for the slowly moving green
progress bar in Windows Explorer’s address bar, so you should defi-
nitely turn this off if you don’t care about thumbnails for your images,
videos, and PDF files.

If an installer window appears briefly or if Windows

as Explorer crashes each time you view a folder full of video

%s: files, it means that one of your video codecs is damaged.

" Turn off the Show thumbnails instead of icons option to
bypass the problem, or see “Playing Video,” in Chapter 4, to
fix it.

Show translucent selection rectangle. The translucent selection rectangle—
referred to as a “rubber band” in Chapter 2—is what you see when you
drag the mouse and make a box to select multiple files in Windows
Explorer and on your desktop. It should have no discernable effect on
performance, but since it uses alpha channels (an advanced function
provided by your display driver), you may want to turn this off if you
have any problems using the feature on your PC.

Show window contents while dragging. Turn off this option to show only
window outlines when moving and resizing windows; consider it a
throwback to the early days of Windows. You probably won’t notice
much of a performance hit with this feature turned on, unless you’re
using the Glass interface on a PC with a weak graphics engine (display
card). In fact, Vista may seem more responsive with this feature enabled,
as windows will appear to respond immediately to dragging, as opposed
to sitting still until you let go of the mouse button.

Slide open combo boxes. This option controls the animation of drop-down
listboxes, similar to the Fade or slide menus option described earlier.

Slide taskbar buttons. When you close a window, its button disappears
from the taskbar, and the adjacent buttons on the right slide to the left
to close the gap. Since this animation doesn’t cause any delays, you're
unlikely to achieve any performance gains by disabling it. However, I
find the taskbar animation rather annoying, and personally prefer to
have this one turned off.

Smooth edges of screen fonts. Using a process called anti-aliasing, Win-

dows fills in the jagged edges of larger text on the screen with gray pix-
els, making the edges appear smooth. Turn off this option to slightly

208 | Chapter5: Performance



improve the speed at which larger fonts are drawn on the screen,
although the speed difference shouldn’t be noticeable on faster PCs.

A s
o If you're using a flat-panel display (laptop or otherwise), you
ﬁ{ may find text slightly more difficult to read if font smooth-

ing is turned on. But before you simply turn it off, try the
alternate anti-aliasing method. In Control Panel, open the
Personalization page, click Window Color and Appearance,
and then click Open classic appearance properties for more
color options. Click Effects and then choose between the
Standard and Clear Type smoothing methods; experiment
with this setting to see which one looks best on your display.

Smooth-scroll list boxes. Despite the fact that they don’t open or close,
ordinary listboxes are animated, too. If you've ever noticed a listbox
that scrolls slowly, this option is the reason; turn it off to make list-
boxes scroll faster.

A w

. There’s a nearly identical option in Internet Explorer that

makes web pages scroll more slowly. In IE, click the Tools

N drop-down, select Internet Options, and then choose the

° Advanced tab. At the end of the Browsing section, turn off
the Use smooth scrolling option and click OK.

Use a background image for each folder type. Get rid of the watermark
picture shown behind certain system folders like Control Panel and
Pictures, and those folders will open a little more quickly (and the text
will likely be more readable, to boot). Strangely, this feature doesn’t
seem to be present in Vista at all, making this option totally pointless,
although your experience may differ.

Use drop shadows for icon labels on the desktop. This setting affects more
than just the shadows behind icon captions; it makes the text back-
ground transparent. If you’re using desktop wallpaper (as opposed to a
solid color background), and you turn off this option, small swaths of
the current solid background color will show through the captions of
your desktop icons.

Use visual styles on windows and buttons. Turn off this setting to make
Vista’s interface look more or less like Windows 98/2000. It’s the same
as selecting Windows Classic style in the Window Color and Appear-
ance page in Control Panel.

That’s it for this window; click Apply to test your changes, and then OK
when you’re done.
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Next, if you've noticed that Windows has been slow to update desktop
icons, and you have a lot of them, there is a setting that may help. Right-
click an empty area of the desktop, select View, and then select Classic
Icons. Your desktop icons will shrink somewhat, returned to the standard
32x32 pixel size used in earlier versions of Windows. When Windows
draws larger icons—Medium Icons, the default in Vista—it has to stretch
most application icons to the new size, and this can take a little time on
slower PCs. (Note that the icons included with Vista all come in larger sizes
and don’t need stretching.)

Fine-tune video settings

If you're interested in tinkering further with display settings that can affect
performance, right-click an empty area of your desktop, select Personalize,
and then click the Display Settings link.

A

On older PCs, the speed at which a video card can draw to
your screen is somewhat dependent on the current color
%+ mode and resolution, as described in “Video Cards (Display
 Adapters)” in Chapter 6. If your games, or Windows itself,
for that matter, are running slowly, try reducing the color
depth and resolution. Newer high-end video cards will not
show any performance hit when run at higher resolutions or
color depths.

In the Display Settings window, click Advanced Settings and then choose
the Troubleshoot tab. Here, the Change settings button lets you fine-tune
some of the performance features of your display driver, all of which vary
with the make, model, and driver version. If the Change settings button is
grayed-out, look for extra tabs in this window; any tab to the right of Color
Management is a special feature of your display driver, and can be used to
change video settings.

Now, most high-end video cards allow you to modify or disable certain 3D
features, such as 8-bit palletized textures, gamma adjustment, zbuffer, and
bilinear filter. In most cases, these settings won’t have any effect on Win-
dows outside 3D games, with the possible exception of the Flip 3D applica-
tion (Winkey+Tab). But look for other features you can turn off, such as
custom shortcut menus, special effects for your windows, or a virtual desk-
top feature, all of which may slow down your PC when enabled.
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Make Menus More Mindful

Ever noticed the half-second or so delay between the instant you move the
mouse over a menu item and the moment the menu is opened? By default,
Vista waits 400 milliseconds (just under a half-second) before opening
menus, but if you eliminate the delay, menus will open instantaneously, and
your PC will feel a little more alert.

1. Open the Registry Editor (see Chapter 3).
2. Expand the branches to HKEY_CURRENT USER\Control Panel\Desktop.

3. Double-click the MenuShowDelay value. If it’s not there, go to Edit -+ New
— String Value, and type MenuShowDelay for the name of the new value.

4. The numeric value you enter here is the number of milliseconds (thou-
sandths of a second) Windows will wait before opening a menu. Enter 0
(zero) here to eliminate the delay completely.

A
s

If you ever have trouble holding your mouse perfectly still,
you’ve probably found it frustrating to navigate menus—
ti+ particularly those in the Start menu—in Windows Vista. Try
" typing a very large value (65534 is the maximum) here to stop
menus from automatically opening altogether, which should
make them easier to use.

5. Click OK and close the Registry Editor when you’re finished. Log off
and then log back in or restart Windows for this change to take effect.

Note that another way to navigate touchy menus is to use the keyboard. In
any application, press the Alt key by itself to jump to the menu bar (or press
Ctrl-Esc or the Windows logo key to open the Start menu), and then use the
arrow keys to navigate.

Start Windows in Less Time

One of the sure signs of a PC that’s been used for more than a few weeks is
that it takes a lot longer to start up than when it was new. The longer load
time isn’t fatigue, nor is it a sign that the PC needs a faster processor; it’s a
casualty of all the junk that Windows accumulates on a day-to-day basis.

R
s

One of the best ways to shorten startup times is to not shut
down. Rather, if you put your PC to sleep, as described next
%sr in “Start Windows Instantly (Almost),” you can power it
" back up in just a few seconds.
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Several factors can impact the amount of time it takes for your computer to
load Windows and display the desktop so you can start working, not the
least of which is anything left over from the previous version of Windows. If
you installed Vista over, say, Windows XP, then you potentially have years
of drivers, add-on services, startup programs, and other stuff clogging up
your PC. An upgraded PC can take two to four times as long to start as one
on which Vista has been installed clean. (See Chapter 1 for other reasons
Vista specifically doesn’t like inheriting a predecessor’s problems.) Unfortu-
nately, wiping your hard disk and reinstalling is a whole lot easier said than
done, so here are some other things you can do to reduce Windows’ boot
time.

Eliminate unnecessary autostart programs

Probably the most common thing that slows down Windows’ loading time
is all of the programs that are configured to load at boot time. Not only do
they take a while to load, but they commonly eat up processor cycles while
they’re running, which in turn causes other programs to load more slowly.

There’s more running on your PC than the handful of icons in the notifica-
tion area (tray) suggests, and there are several places where startup programs
are specified in addition to the Startup folder in your Start menu. Check out
“Manage Startup Programs,” in Chapter 6, for all the places to look.

Make more free disk space

You may not have enough free disk space for your virtual memory (swap
file) to operate comfortably. Windows uses part of your hard disk to store
portions of memory; the more disk space you devote to your swap file, the
easier it will be for Windows to store data there. See “Optimize Virtual
Memory and Cache Settings,” later in this chapter, for more information.

The easiest way to create more free disk space is to delete the files on your
hard disk that you no longer need; see “If in Doubt, Throw It Out,” also
later in this chapter, for a safe way to do this.

& w

‘ See also “Optimize Virtual Memory and Cache Settings” and

“A Defragmentation Crash Course,” both later in this chap-
N . .

o3, ter, for other things you can do to speed up your hard drive
" and help Windows load more quickly.

Lastly, a new hard disk will give you dramatically more disk space, and a
faster hard disk can improve boot time considerably. If you’re on the fence

212 | Chapter5: Performance



about replacing that older drive, consider the performance boost as well as
the sorely needed space.

Clean out your Temp folder

Sometimes having too many files in Windows” Temp folder can not only
slow Windows startup, but in extreme cases, can prevent Windows from
loading at all. Windows and your applications use this folder to temporarily
store data while you’re working with documents. When those applications
and documents are closed (or when the applications just crash), they often
leave the temporary files behind, and they accumulate fast.

By default, Vista has two Temp folders:

C:\Users\{your_user_name\AppData\Local\Temp
C:\Windows\Temp

although the first is used almost exclusively by Windows and your applica-
tions. To clear out your old temporary files, open Windows Explorer, navi-
gate to the Temp folder, and delete anything more than a day old. (Windows
won'’t let you delete any files that are still in use.)

Another way to clear out the Temp folder is to use the Disk Cleanup tool
(cleanmgr.exe); after selecting your Windows drive from the Drives list (usu-
ally C:), select Temporary files in the Files to delete list, and click OK. Or, if
you want your Temp folder cleaned automatically, use the Clear out the
Temp folder tool in Creative Element Power Tools (hitp://www.
creativelement.com/powertools/).

A s
)

You can change the location of your Temp folder, making it
easier to locate and clean out by hand. In Control Panel,
* % open System, click the Advanced system settings link, and
* under the Advanced tab, click Environment Variables.
Underneath the upper box, click New. Type TEMP for the
Variable name, put the full path of the folder you’d like to
use in the Variable value field, and click OK. Do the same
thing for the TMP variable (no “E” this time), and then click
OK when you’re done. Restart Windows for the change to
take effect.

Thin out your fonts

If you have more than 600 fonts installed on your system, it may be nega-
tively impacting on the time it takes to load Windows. If you can survive
without 400 different decorative fonts (especially if all you ever use is Times
Roman), try temporarily removing them.
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If you periodically need a lot of fonts, you might want to try font manage-
ment software that lets you organize your collection and add or remove
fonts easily, such as:

* PigFontViewer (free, http://www.pigfontviewer.com/)
* Font Agent Pro (commercial, http://www.insidersoftware.com/)

* Suitcase Fusion (commercial, http://www.extensis.com/)

Tame antivirus software

Antivirus programs (see Chapter 6) are typically set up to not only load
automatically whenever you start Windows, but to check for updates, too.
For instance, the otherwise excellent (and free) Avast! Home Edition can
completely halt a Vista system for 15-20 seconds while it downloads and
installs necessary updates.

While you may not want to stop loading your antivirus software automati-
cally, you can delay it by writing a simple startup script (see Chapter 9) that
loads the software after waiting, say, 45 seconds. This way, you can start
working while your antivirus program loads in the background.

Add more memory
Vista really isn’t happy with less than a gigabyte of memory; 2 GB is better.

Memory prices are always dropping, typically making it remarkably inexpen-
sive to add more RAM to your system, and doing so will significantly
improve performance across the board. See “Make Your Hardware Per-
form,” later in this chapter, for details.

Networking

Windows polls each active wired network connection on your system while
it boots your system, and then polls your wireless adapter (if you have one)
for any networks in range. Each of these steps takes time, so if there are any
network adapters on your PC you don’t use, you can disable them to speed
things up. In the Network and Sharing Center in Control Panel, click Man-
age network connections, and then right-click on each network connection
you’re not using and select Disable.

Next, if you have any permanent mapped network drives (see “Access a
Shared Folder Remotely” in Chapter 8) you’re not using, open Windows
Explorer, right-click any unneeded mapped drives, and select Disconnect.
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Start Windows Instantly (Almost)

You can optimize Vista all you want, possibly shaving 15 or 20 seconds off
your boot time (see the previous topic), or you can approach the problem
from a different angle.

All modern PCs support a Standby mode that allows you to shut down Win-
dows quickly, and more importantly, start it back up in only a few seconds.
Standby is a power-saving mode (known as the S3 sleep state) that main-
tains power to your system memory and a few other components, while cut-
ting power to your hard disk, monitor, network adapters, and most of the
rest of the devices in your PC.

While it looks like it’s turned off, a PC in Standby mode still uses some elec-
tricity. If you remove the battery from your laptop or unplug your desktop
PC while it’s in Standby mode, the power to your system memory will be
cut, and you will likely lose data (just as though you unplugged it while it
was still on).

The Hibernate mode (the S4 sleep state) solves the power-off problem by
storing an image of your RAM on your hard disk and then shutting down
completely. This means you can cut power to your desktop PC with a sepa-
rate power strip or remove the battery from your laptop, and still resume
your last Windows session in a fraction of the time it would take to start
Windows normally. The downside is that Hibernate takes a little longer to
shut down and start up than Standby, and you need a lot more free disk
space (at least as much as the amount of RAM in your PC). And then there’s
the small matter of the Hibernate feature being completely absent from
Windows Vista.

There’s a drawback to using any of these sleep states exclu-
sively. Namely, Windows gets cranky when it has had too
much sleep: performance worsens, some features stop work-
ing properly, and applications are more prone to crashes.
The remedy is to shut down and restart Windows periodi-
cally, at least once or twice a week (more for heavy use),
which, of course, somewhat negates the overall time saved
by employing sleep features in the first place. Alternatively,
you may choose to avoid sleeping your PC altogether; you’ll
enjoy a more stable environment, but you’ll lose the conve-
nience of the “instant on” feature.
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The solicitude of Sleep

Instead, Vista provides only a hybrid of Standby and Hibernate (discussed
next) which Microsoft calls Sleep mode. Basically, Sleep puts your PC in the
S3 power-saving mode just like Standby, but only after saving the stuff in
your PC’s memory to disk—somewhat like Hibernate—so you won’t lose
data if you cut power to your PC.

So, Sleep is the best of both worlds, right?

Not so fast. First of all, Sleep doesn’t work that well with some modern PCs;
cut power to your computer, and Windows may lose the saved state from
the last session after all, making it no better than Standby. Second, Sleep
doesn’t completely shut down your computer, which means that it’s still
using more electricity than it would if it were truly powered off.

If your Windows session doesn’t survive a Sleep, you might not have the
hybrid sleep feature enabled. Open the Power Options page in Control
Panel, click the Change plan settings link under the currently selected plan,
and then click the Change advanced power settings link. If necessary, click
the Change settings that are currently unavailable link. Expand the Sleep
branch, set the Allow hybrid sleep option to On, and click OK.

Conversely, if you’d prefer the quickest possible startup and shutdown, and
you’re willing to give up the benefits of hibernation, set the Allow hybrid
sleep option to Off. This effectively gives Vista a Standby feature; just don’t
be surprised when Windows can’t resume your previous session because
your PC lost power while it was asleep.

Hibernate, for real this time

If you’re not happy with Vista’s Sleep mode, you can instead use the true
Hibernate teature that’s hidden by default in Windows Vista.

Open a Command Prompt window in administrator mode: open the Start
menu, type command in the Search box, right-click the Command Prompt
icon that appears, and select Run as administrator. Then, type:

powercfg /hibernate on

at the prompt and press Enter. If the command returns you to the prompt
with no message, the change was successful, and you can type exit or close
the Command Prompt window. The change takes effect right away (see the
“What is hiberfil.sys?” sidebar, next, for evidence), but you’ll need to close
and reopen any Power Options windows (next) to see the new options.
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What is hiberfil.sys?

To avoid some of the drawbacks of Vista’s Sleep power-saving mode, you can
hibernate your PC. As described in “Start Windows Instantly (Almost),”
Hibernate saves a copy of everything in your PC’s memory (RAM) onto your
hard disk before it shuts down.

Windows uses the file hiberfil.sys, stored in the root folder of your hard disk,
to hold your hibernation data. Because it must hold everything in memory, its
size is the same as the amount of installed system memory. Have 2 GB of
RAM? You'll see a 2 GB hiberfil.sys file on your hard disk that Windows
won’t let you delete.

Windows creates the hiberfil.sys file automatically when you turn on the
Hibernate feature; the only way to delete the file is to turn off Hibernate.

To do this, open a Command Prompt window in administrator mode (see
“The solicitude of Sleep,” earlier in this chapter, for details) and type this
command at the prompt:

powercfg /hibernate off

Then press Enter. If the command returns you to the prompt with no mes-
sage, the change was successful, and hiberfil.sys should be gone.

If hiberfil.sys is still there, hibernation may’ve already been turned off, and the
file may be left over from an older version of Windows. Another way to delete
the file is to use the Disk Cleanup tool (cleanmgr.exe); just select the drive
containing the file, place a checkmark next to Hibernation File Cleaner in the
Files to delete list, and click OK.

Put your PCto sleep

The key to using Sleep or Hibernate is to set one of them up as the default
action to take when your PC would otherwise be shut down.

Now, regardless of your settings, you can choose to sleep your PC—or for
that matter, shut down, restart, or log off—at any time by clicking the tiny
arrow next to the red button in your Start menu, as shown in Figure 5-2.

But to change your PC’s shutdown settings, open the Power Options page in
Control Panel, and click the Change plan settings link under the currently
selected plan. Next, click the Change advanced power settings link to open
the Advanced Settings window, and then expand the Power buttons and lid
branch (Figure 5-3). If necessary, click the Change settings that are cur-
rently unavailable link (see “Control User Account Control,” in Chapter 8,
to get rid of this last step).
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Control Panel
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Log Off
Run...
22 Lock
Restart
Sleep
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g W Saves your session and puts the computer in a low-
power state so that you can quickly resume working.

Figure 5-2. Open the Start menu and then click the little arrow to choose how to shut
down

i Power Options Bl
Advanced settings

< Select the power plan that you want to customize, and
\@ then choose settings that reflect how you want your
computer to manage power.
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Wireless Adapter Settings
Sleep
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Figure 5-3. Power Options’ Advanced settings window lets you choose whether your PC
goes to sleep or shuts down when you press the power button or close the lid
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The options and choices vary depending on your PC’s capabilities, but in
most cases, you should see at least Power button action, which refers to
your PC’s main power switch, and Start menu power button, which refers
to the red button next to the Search box in your Start menu. You may also
see Sleep button action if your keyboard or PC has a formal Sleep button
(which looks like a crescent moon), and Lid close action if you’re using a
laptop.

At most, you'll see four choices under each option: Do nothing, Sleep,
Hibernate, and Shut down. The Hibernate option only appears if hiberna-
tion is turned on, as described in the previous section. And if you don’t see
the Sleep option, your BIOS or video driver may not support it.

By default, the red power button in Vista’s Start menu is set
to Sleep. While this makes for quick startup and shutdown,
it also means that your PC will continue to suck electricity
even when it’s presumably off. And if your PC isn’t fully
compatible with Vista’s Sleep mode, you may lose data if
you cut power to your PC. To prevent this situation, set the
Start menu power button option to either Shut down or
Hibernate.

Next, scroll up just a bit and expand the Sleep branch. Here, you can use
the Sleep after and Hibernate after options to have your PC automatically
put itself to sleep after a certain period of inactivity. Think of these settings
as a more ecologically friendly—but less entertaining—alternative to the
screen saver.

See “Improve Battery Life,” later in this chapter, for a way to automatically
change your power button and lid settings when you switch between AC
and battery power.

Time to wake up

While in Standby, Sleep, or Hibernate mode, your PC waits for you to hit
the power button—or optionally press a key or move the mouse—at which
point it powers up and resumes your previous Windows session.

All sorts of devices can be used to wake your PC when it’s asleep, such as
your keyboard, some kinds of mice, network adapters, and modems. But
first, you need to turn on a setting in Windows. Open Device Manager, and
expand the branch containing the device (e.g., Keyboards). Double-click
your device, choose the Power Management tab, turn on the Allow this
device to wake the computer option, and click OK.
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Next, put your PC to sleep and test it out. If you’ve just enabled wake-up for
your keyboard, press the Space bar. Or, if you want to wake up the PC with
your mouse, give it a nudge.

If that doesn’t do it, you’ll need to dive into your BIOS setup screen, dis-
cussed in Appendix A. Look for a Power or APM Configuration category, in
which you’ll find settings like these:

Power Button Mode. This option lets you choose whether your power
switch shuts down your PC or puts it to sleep. Depending on your
BIOS, the setting you choose here may or may not be overridden by the
similar setting in the Windows Control Panel.

Power On By External Modems. This is also known as “Wake On Ring”
(WOR); if you have an internal modem in a PCI or PCIE slot, you can
use this feature to call your PC with a telephone to wake it up. (Despite
the name, this feature won’t work with serial-port or USB modems.)

Power On By PCI/PCIE Devices. Turn on this option to use the “Wake On
LAN” (WOL) feature, which lets you send a wake-up signal to your PC
from another PC on your local network. Some motherboards also
require that you install a jumper or use a specific type of network card,
so check your PC’s documentation for details.

Power On By PS/2 Keyboard or Mouse. Turn this on if you have an old-
style keyboard or mouse that has a round connector. Most PCs should
wake up from newer USB keyboards or mice regardless of this setting.

Restore on AC Power Loss. This option lets you decide what happens after
you’ve cut power to your PC. Set this option to Always On if you want
to turn on your PC with a switch on an external power strip.

As you might’ve expected, some experimentation may be required at this
stage.

When you wake up your PC, Vista may require a password before it resumes
your previous session. To turn this off, return to the Advanced Settings win-
dow (Figure 5-3), expand the Additional settings branch, and set the
Require a password on wakeup to No.

Sleep and Hibernate troubleshooting

For the Standby, Sleep, or Hibernate modes to work properly in Windows
Vista, your PC has to cooperate. If it doesn’t, you might experience a prob-
lem such as:
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No sleep. Windows won’t go to sleep at all; either nothing happens when you
try to stand by, or the system just crashes in the middle of the process.

No wake up. Windows won’t wake up after going to sleep, or Windows
simply boots normally instead of resuming your previous session.

No more sleep. Windows goes to sleep or hibernates once, but once it
wakes up, it won’t go back to sleep until you restart it.

Features are unavailable. Some or all of the power management features
and settings discussed earlier are grayed-out (disabled) or missing.

Stuff stops working. Some features, like your wireless network, your cord-
less mouse, or your scanner stop working after waking up, at least until
you restart Windows. (Hint: look for new drivers or a firmware update
for your device.)

Unfortunately, all of these problems are quite common, mostly because of
the inconsistent support for Advanced Configuration and Power Interface
(ACP]) in the computer industry. The good news is that there are a few
things you can do to help improve your computer’s support for APM and
ACPI, should you be experiencing any of these problems:

BIOS out of date. Check with the manufacturer of your computer system
or motherboard for a BIOS update. Vista requires that your BIOS com-
ply with the ACPI 2.0 specification.

ACPI/APIC not enabled in BIOS. Enter your BIOS setup screen, as
described in Appendix A, and make sure the ACPI APIC support set-
ting is set to On or Enabled. If you see a setting referring to ACPI 2.0 or
some later version, try turning it on if it’s off, or vice versa. Reboot your
PC when you’re done. Depending on how ACPI-compliant your PC is,
it may take some trial and error to get Vista to sleep properly.

Hybrid sleep not working. The second most common cause of sleep and
hibernation problems, behind an out-of-date BIOS, is a video card (dis-
play adapter) driver that doesn’t support Vista’s Hybrid Sleep feature.
Check with the manufacturer of your video card for a newer driver, or
try turning off Hybrid Sleep, as described in “The solicitude of Sleep,”
earlier in this section.

Wireless won’t connect after waking up. As with the video card, make sure
you have the latest driver and firmware for your wireless adapter. Also,
try changing the device’s power settings: in Device Manager, double-
click your wireless network adapter. Choose the Power Management
tab, and turn off the Allow the computer to turn off this device to save
power option.
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USB devices don’t work after waking up. This is a confirmed bug in Win-
dows Vista, one fixed by Microsoft Hotfix #928631, available at http://
support.microsoft.com/kb/928631.

Out of free disk space. As explained earlier, the Hibernate feature creates an
image file on your hard disk equal in size to the amount of installed mem-
ory. If you have 2 GB of RAM, then Windows will need 2,147,483,648
bytes of free disk space for the hiberfil.sys file. If hibernation doesn’t
work, or if it’s exceedingly slow, try deleting the hibernation file as
described in the “What is hiberfil.sys?” sidebar, earlier in this section.
Then, defragment your hard disk, and re-enable hibernation.

Trouble recovering from Sleep. Go to http://'www.passmark.com/products/
sleeper.htm and download the free PassMark Sleeper tool to help test
your computer’s ability to enter and recover from Sleep, Standby, and
Hibernate modes.

Keep in mind that you may never get your system to reliably go to sleep
and wake up, but if you are able to get this feature working, it can be very
convenient.

Shut Down Windows Quickly

Theoretically, when you shut down Windows, your computer should be
powered down in less than 15 seconds. The problem is that all of the
cleanup Windows tries to do before it considers it “safe” to power the sys-
tem down can sometimes cause delays. This includes shutting down your
open applications, stopping any running services, and writing any pending
cache data to the disk.

R

i

During the course of using your computer, Windows some-

times postpones writing data to the disk to improve perfor-

% mance. This is called write caching, and as a consequence,

* Windows must take a few seconds before you shut down to
make sure all data queued to be written is actually, physi-
cally written to the disk before power is lost. See the discus-
sion of removable drives in Chapter 6 for a way to disable
this feature.

Of course, the most effective way to speed up shutdown is to not shut down
at all. Rather, put your PC to sleep, as described in “Start Windows
Instantly (Almost),” earlier in this cha