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VISTA 

 P H OTO - I L LU S T R AT I O N S  BY  J O E  Z E F F 

 Everything You 
Need to Know About 

  WINDOWS 

 It’s big, it’s ambitious, and it’s (finally) here.
  We give you the bottom line on what Vista does better 

than XP, where it needs improvement—and how to per-

form the upgrade, step-by-step. 
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 has any operating system been so maligned and so praised during a 

painfully long development cycle as Windows Vista? The march to Vista’s 

launch has sometimes seemed longer than the Hundred Years War.

  Now that Windows Vista is at hand, let the debating begin. Is it a look 

into the future of operating systems, or the last, dying gasp of an old way 

of computing? Should you upgrade your system to meet its considerable 

hardware needs? Is it anything other than Mac OS X Lite?

  Some may complain that Vista isn’t as revolutionary as it should be after 

fi ve years of work. But you don’t judge an OS by the amount of time devel-

opers have put into it. You judge it by how useful and how pleasurable it 

is to work with—and in these respects, Windows Vista is a clear winner. 

It’s beautiful, sports much-improved security, off ers superb networking 

capabilities…and maybe most of all, it’s just plain fun to use.

 BY  P R ESTO N  G RA L L A 
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now invokes Windows Flip, which displays thumb-

nails of open windows. Flip 3D (<Windows>-

<Tab>) ups the ante, stacking windows so that you 

can fl ip through them like playing cards.  

  Some may say this is mere eye candy that won’t 

affect your real productivity. Maybe so. But it 

makes life at the keyboard fun again. And for my 

money, that’s right up there with productivity.

  Two other notable new interface elements are 

the Sidebar and Live Thumbnails. Hover your 

mouse over a minimized window on the taskbar, 

and a thumbnail pops up with its contents, plus 

the program and document name or Web site.

  I’m particularly fond of the Sidebar gadgets, 

interactive applets that display information—RSS 

feeds, stock tickers, clocks, weather, and so on. 

Vista ships with about a dozen of them; there are 

more online. While similar to Google Desktop 

Gadgets or Yahoo Widgets, they’re actually more 

like the Mac’s Gadgets in that they’re built directly 

into the operating system and so may use its 

underlying architecture. For example, one gadget 

displays RSS news feeds you’ve subscribed to 

using Internet Explorer 7’s RSS Reader.

Q Should I 

upgrade from 

XP to Vista?

   A IF YOUR

hardware isn’t up to 

Vista’s demands, you 

may want to wait until 

you buy a new PC. But 

if your hardware can 

handle it, consider 

upgrading if an elegant  

interface is important 

to you, or if you’re 

frustrated with XP’s 

security or networking 

features. 

 The Look

  the moment windows Vista starts, some of its 

biggest changes are in plain view: It is distinctive 

and eye-catching. Colors are subtler and the over-

all look less cartoonish than Windows XP’s.

  Dare I say it’s Mac-like? In fact, it is. Microsoft 

has always stolen from the best. Key to a lot of 

what’s new in Vista is the much-anticipated Aero 

in  terface —but to use it, you’ll need adequate hard-

ware and one of the pricier versions of the OS. 

(For details on these editions, see “How Much 

Will Your Vista Upgrade Cost?” on page 89.)  

  Within Aero, windows maximize and minimize 

with a kind of visual “swoosh.” The <Alt>-<Tab> 

command for switching between open windows 

WINDOWS VISTA

  That’s not to say it’s perfect—far from it. Some 

may view the new interface as little more than fl uff  

or be turned off by the intrusive User Account 

Control feature. Expect a long-running discourse 

between Vista lovers and Vista haters. On which 

side will you fall? There’s only one way to find 

out—by taking a tour of the operating system. 

 MOUSING OVER 

minimized windows 

shows actual contents, 

including live video. 

 GLASS YOUR WAY: 

You can customize the 

tint and opaqueness of 

see-through frames. 

 VISTA’S  SIDEBAR CAN 

display an array of 

gadgets. You would be 

excused for thinking 

you’re looking at a Mac. 

THE DESKTOP

 Aero Graphics: More Than Just Peekaboo Window Frames 

http://www.pcworld.com
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basted as the Mother of All Windows Annoyances. 

Other security improvements are less irritating.

  XP’s version of the Windows Firewall protected 

you only against inbound threats: If malware infect-

ed your PC and attempted an outbound connec-

tion, Windows Firewall could do nothing about it.

  Vista’s firewall includes outbound filtering, 

though that’s not readily apparent by looking at 

the Windows Firewall Settings tab. To confi gure 

outbound connections, you must launch the Win-

dows Firewall with Advanced Security screen by 

typing wf.msc  at a command prompt. We didn’t 

test the fi rewall’s eff ectiveness in our near-fi nal 

prerelease copy of Vista, but the presence of out-

bound filtering could eliminate the need for a 

third-party fi rewall for at least some users.

Q Which 

version of Vista 

should I get?

   A LET’S START

with the one you 

shouldn’t get: Home 

Basic, which lacks the 

Aero interface and 

other features that 

make Vista exciting. 

Home Premium ($159 

upgrade, $239 full) will 

do for most people 

who don’t need to 

connect to corporate 

Windows servers. 

Those using their PC 

mostly for business 

will be fi ne with the 

Business edition 

($199/$299). However 

if you want to connect 

to your company’s 

servers during the day 

and record TV shows 

at night, you’ll need to 

pony up for the top-of-

the-line Ultimate 

($259/$399). (See 

find.pcworld.com/

55744  for more of our 

Vista FAQ.) 

  The Start menu is more 

compact and useful; and Con-

trol Panel is more logically 

organized than in XP—it has 

several new “Centers,” such 

as the Network and Sharing 

Center and the Sync Center 

(which handles functions of 

ActiveSync desktop software 

you previously had to install 

for Windows Mobile devices).

  But for some odd reason 

several differently named 

links bring you to the exact 

same location. For example, in Control Panel•

Network and Internet, if you click ‘Network and 

Sharing Center’ or ‘View network status and tasks’ 

or ‘Set up fi le sharing’, each of these choices will 

take you to…the Network and Sharing Center. This 

can make using Control Panel feel like getting 

directions from a dotty old aunt.

  Security

  following years of justifi able criticism about 

Windows security, Microsoft had promised that 

Vista would be the most secure Windows ever. This 

goal largely appears to have been met, though at 

some cost to the user: The OS’s nagging User 

Account Control feature has been roundly lam-

 WINDOWS FLIP 3D stacks your windows in three dimensions and lets you flip through them like cards. 

WINDOWS VISTA EDITION Home Basic 1 Home Premium 2 Business 3 Ultimate 4

Features

Windows Defender and Firewall • • • •
Aero and Windows Flip 3D • • •
Windows Mobility and Tablet PC Support • • •
Windows Meeting Space • • •
Windows Media Center • •
Business Backup and Networking, Remote Desktop • •
BitLocker Drive Encryption •
Price

Suggested full price: $199 $239 $299 $399 

Suggested upgrade price: $100 $159 $199 $259 

FOOTNOTES: 1 Allows in-place upgrades from XP Home. 2 Allows in-place upgrades from XP Home Media Center. 3 Allows in-place upgrades from XP 

Home, Media Center, and Professional. 4 Allows in-place upgrades from XP Home, Media Center, Pro, and Tablet PC.

VISTA VERSIONS

 How Much Will Your Vista Upgrade Cost? 

 HERE’S THE LOWDOWN on the unprecedented array of fl avors Microsoft’s new OS comes in.  
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ing, burning, or making a movie from pictures 

and photos. Simple tools for adjusting color and 

exposure, fi xing red-eye, and the like won’t replace 

your favorite photo editing program; but as a free 

add-in, the Photo Gallery is good enough.

  Built-In Tools

  windows vista includes a decidedly mixed 

bag of built-in apps and utilities. The new Backup 

tool, for example, may be one of the worst applica-

tions ever packed into an operating system. It 

doesn’t let you choose to back up individual fi les 

or fi le types—you have to back up every fi le in a 

generic group of files, such as “Documents” or 

“Pictures.” This can make for much larger back-

ups than you might have intended. In contrast, the 

Time Machine backup feature in the coming Mac 

OS 10.5 (Leopard) will do incremental backups.

  Not all built-in applications and system tools are 

this disappointing. Windows Calendar, for exam-

ple, goes well beyond the basics: You can create 

group calendars for family members who use your 

PC, and publish your calendar on the Web. The 

utility is compatible with the iCalendar standard 

for syncing appointments with Outlook and other 

iCalendar-compliant calendars. 

  Windows Mail, the e-mail program previously 

known as Outlook Express, has received a face-lift 

that makes it easier to use. Windows Contacts—

the new Address Book—integrates well with Win-

dows Mail and the Windows Calendar.

  Additionally, Vista off ers support for several new 

hardware technologies, including some that 

depend on Vista-aware devices. Windows Rally, 

for example, is a set of technologies designed to 

make networkable devices easier to set up and 

connect. Windows SideShow will allow manufac-

turers to include a secondary display—an LCD in 

the lid of a laptop, say, that can display informa-

tion such as recent e-mail, phone numbers, and so 

on—even if the laptop is off or in sleep mode. 

These auxiliary displays can also be built into key-

boards, remote controls, PDAs, and cell phones.

   Vista also includes technologies intended to 

enhance performance. The two that sound most 

intriguing are SuperFetch and ReadyBoost.

  SuperFetch builds on the prefetch capability in 

Windows XP, which preloads frequently used apps 

into memory to speed up launch times. Microsoft 

says SuperFetch not only knows which applica-

tions you use most frequently, but which ones 

you’re most likely to use on diff erent days of the 

week and at diff erent times of day.

  ReadyBoost lets you use a USB 2.0 fl ash drive to 

augment system RAM; it improves performance 

by working in concert with SuperFetch. Instead of 

having to search your relatively slow hard drive for 

programs and fi les, Vista can keep them close at 

hand on your speedy fl ash drive. This also frees up 

RAM Vista would otherwise use to prefetch data.

  ReadyBoost works only with USB 2.0 fl ash drives 

that support certain data read and write speeds; 

we’ll be testing this feature with shipping code.

  The Bottom Line

  all in all, Windows Vista is a great leap forward 

for the operating system, with a much-improved, 

far more useful (and pleasurable) interface; faster, 

better search; beefed-up security that’s a big 

improvement over Windows XP with SP2; and far, 

far better networking. There are some clunkers in 

there, though, such as the annoying UAC feature.

  But the pluses make you forget the minuses. I’ve 

been using Windows Vista alongside Windows XP 

for months, and every time I have to switch back to 

a Windows XP–based PC, I feel like I’ve moved 

from a modern automobile back to a Model T. 

Sure, the old model will eventually get you where 

you’re going—but the ride won’t be as much fun.

  Preston Gralla is the author of more than 35 books, 

including Windows Vista in a Nutshell  and Windows 

Vista Pocket Reference  (O’Reilly Media). 

 WINDOWS DVD MAKER, new to Windows Vista, makes it easy for anyone to create 

self-playing DVDs, but don’t expect many fancy features—they’re not there.

Q I’ve heard 

all kinds of horror 

stories about the 

Windows Vista 

license forcing me 

to buy another 

copy if I later 

upgrade my PC. 

Is this true?

   A NO, IT’S NOT. 

Initially, Microsoft 

placed some pretty 

severe restrictions on 

Windows Vista usage if 

you upgraded your 

computer, but the 

company backed off 

after an outcry. 

Windows Vista 

licensing is now 

exactly the same as 

the licensing for 

Windows XP: You can 

transfer your license 

to a new or rebuilt PC 

as often as you like as 

long as you uninstall 

the OS on your old one. 

http://www.pcworld.com
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the upgrades went fine. But when they 

went bad, they went really bad. The fi nal 

version of Vista will likely provide a 

smoother transition, but I’d still recom-

mend waiting a few weeks after Vista’s 

announced January 30th general release 

before you make the move. Check user 

forums to see what problems other people 

have faced, give your device manufactur-

ers time to release new drivers, and gen-

erally allow things to settle down a bit. 

THE UPGRADE 
 VISTA: 

 Ready to make 
the switch to 
Windows Vista?
  We’ll show you what 

kind of system you’ll 

need, which edition 

you should choose, 

and how to install 

MIcrosoft’s latest OS. 

 V
ista improves upon earlier 

versions of Windows in many 

ways (see “Everything You Need to 

Know About Windows Vista” on 

page 86 for more on its features). If your 

hardware is fairly new, but you’re not sat-

isfi ed with Windows XP, upgrading will 

defi nitely make sense—eventually. 

  I installed Release Candidate 2 of Win-

dows Vista Ultimate Edition, the latest 

prerelease version as we went to press, on 

several PCs ranging from a brand-new 

machine powered by a dual-core Athlon 

64 X2 processor, down to a three-year-old 

1.4-GHz Pentium M notebook. Many of 

WINDOWS VISTA

 BY  S COT T  S PA N BAU E R 
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WINDOWS VISTA

to boot your PC with the install disc; 

you’ll be able to choose where to 

install your new OS, and from there 

the process moves along at a decent 

pace. I performed clean installs of 

Windows Vista RC2 three different 

times on two systems, and each time 

the process lasted about 30 minutes, 

re  quiring only occasional interven-

tion on my part to select a time zone, 

create a user account, and tell Win-

dows whether the system would be 

part of a home network, a work net-

work, or a public environment. 

  Windows will adjust your security settings based 

on the type of network you’ll use. Vista disables 

just about every kind of fi le and printer sharing 

when you identify your network as a public one. 

So when you hop on to the Wi-Fi connection at 

your local coff ee shop, you won’t be able to browse 

to any other networked PCs, and they won’t see 

your PC as part of a local workgroup. Selecting 

home or work networks enables this last setting, 

which Microsoft now calls network discovery, but 

leaves other fi le and printer settings unchanged.

  Once you have Vista up and running, you’ll 

probably want to tweak many of the same settings 

that made Windows XP or 2000 fi t you like a glove. 

Be prepared to look around for a while—most of 

the same confi guration options are still available, 

but many have moved or been renamed. Display 

Properties, for example, used to be accessible with 

a simple right-click of your desktop. 

  Vista replaces the Display Properties link with 

one called Personalize. Clicking it opens a new 

Control Panel interface with links to familiar inter-

face settings dialogs, including Screen Saver, 

Mouse Pointers, Theme, and good old Display Set-

tings. A new link at the top of the screen lets you 

control the window color and transparency set-

Q Can I 

back out of 

installing Vista?

   A IF YOUR

in-place upgrade fails 

(as several of ours did) 

Windows Vista will 

restore your previous 

Windows version 

automatically. But 

once Windows Vista is 

successfully installed, 

there is no easy way to 

return to your previous 

operating system. 

HARDWARE UPDATE

 NAVIGATING THE MINEFIELD of 

a Windows upgrade can be 

arduous. So arduous, in fact, 

that lots of smart people time 

their PC purchases around the 

release of a new Windows ver-

sion: They simply buy a PC 

with the updated OS prein-

stalled and copy fi les over.

  According to several major 

PC manufacturers we spoke 

with, including Alienware, Dell, 

Gateway, and Sys Technolo-

gies, you’ll be able to purchase 

a PC with Windows Vista preinstalled on the same day that 

the software hits the shelves, which Microsoft says will be in 

late January 2007. All four vendors report that they’ll make 

the switch immediately across their retail product lines. 

  If you can’t wait that long, you can still have your new PC for 

the holidays and Windows Vista 

too. Many PC vendors, includ-

ing Alienware, Gateway, and 

Sys, are offering upgrade cou-

pons with systems sold this fall 

that entitle you to a free Vista 

upgrade in the new year. But 

watch out: If you opt for an 

Alienware PC with Windows XP 

Home Edition, for example, 

you’ll be in line for an upgrade 

to Windows Vista Home Basic, 

which lacks the Aero interface. 

At press time, HP said its up -

grades would be free, and Dell plans to offer free or low-cost 

upgrades from XP Home to Vista Basic (upgrades of XP Pro-

fessional and Media Center Edition—to Business and Home 

Premium, respectively—will be free). So read the fi ne print. And 

remember: Any OS upgrade has the potential for pitfalls.  

 The Easiest Upgrade of All: Buying a Vista PC 

 VISTA TIGHTENS SECURITY settings when you use a public network. 

 BUYING A PC before Vista? Look for an Express Upgrade logo. 
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 Windows: New! Improved! Yada Yada Yada! 
 “this is the easiest-to-use version of Windows yet, and will help bring 

the power of the PC to new users worldwide,” Bill Gates announces. 

The press release goes on to claim that the operating system “dramati-

cally improves the key areas that keep users waiting on their PC today,

  including opening applications, access-

ing the Internet, and shutting down the 

PC. This enhanced performance, along 

with powerful new self-maintenance 

and update features, empow-

ers users to spend more 

time enjoying their 

PCs and less time 

managing their 

system.”

  Windows Vista? 

No, Windows 98.

  “Today we unveil the future of com-

puting,” trumpets Bill Gates. He cites a 

re  liability report from an independent 

laboratory: “According to the test, with 

constant and intense use” in 90 workdays 

the operating system “never failed.”

  Windows Vista? No, Windows 2000.

  “We are entering an exciting new era 

of personal computing,” declares Bill 

Gates. “This powerful new version of 

Windows off ers so much to customers 

—it unlocks the full power of the PC and 

enables them to enjoy the best of what 

the digital world has to off er.”

  Windows honcho Jim Allchin adds that 

“customers will experience a much more 

enhanced yet simplifi ed computing expe-

rience. Customers can do things they’ve 

never done before with a PC; likewise, 

business users can work smarter and 

faster with more productive tools to meet 

the demands of any size company.” 

  Windows Vista? No, Windows XP.

  Beginning to see a pattern here? Micro-

soft introduces new operating system. 

Microsoft promises great benefi ts. New 

operating system doesn’t deliver.

  Less time “shutting down the PC”? To 

this day my XP machines often hang un -

til I hold down the physical on/off  switch 

awhile. A Windows that goes 90 days with-

out a single crash? Yeah, right. Hey, XP 

won’t go even a month without a forced 

reboot to install security fi xes!

  Apart from Microsoft hype, one thing 

never changes when the latest version of 

Windows arrives: the time you have to 

waste coping with the peccadilloes of the 

new regime. Will the upgrade really de -

liver productivity in  creases that let you 

get that time back? Not bloody likely.

  When you switch to Windows Vista, 

you’ll be fi guring out how to cope with 

questions as little as why ‘My Documents’ 

turned into just ‘Documents’ and as big 

as where to get a new driver for your old 

printer—if you can get one at all. Your 

old security software won’t work, so you 

will have to fi nd, pay for, and 

install replacements. You’ll 

be tearing your hair out every 

time you encounter 

new features that 

work differently 

from the old famil-

iar ones for no apparent 

reason. And if you’re a particularly early 

adopter, you’ll probably be googling fran-

tically in search of others who have run 

into problems similar to yours.

  I’m not masochistic enough to test 

Microsoft’s betas and release candidates. 

The fi nal product is usually rough enough; 

and as I write, that’s not yet available. But 

I’ve seen the demos and read the propa-

ganda and fi rst looks. Our review, by the 

way, is on page 86; as it details, Vista 

promises a lot of potentially useful new 

stuff . But for now I can think of only one 

reason to worry about the thing: It will 

come with your next PC.

  Unless that machine is a Mac, in which 

case you’ll be off ered a new OS every year 

or two with a couple of modest features 

that pretend to change the world and claim 

to be worth $130. But at least you’ll waste 

less time in the upgrade process. 

 Contributing Editor Stephen Manes is cohost 

of  PC World’s Digital Duo  ( www.pcworld.com/

digitalduo ) on public TV. Visit  find.pcworld.

com/31595  for more  Full Disclosure  columns. 
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Every Microsoft 
upgrade sets a new 
standard—in hype.
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