Paul Smith

The low-down on what’s up.

With the recent roller-coaster ride that’s been RAM pricing, it’s worth thinking outside of the square to get more for your Pound. Pushing the oomph envelope. Giving the performance package a shove. Remember this was written a few weeks before publication, but currently DDR RAM is cheaper than good ol’ standard SD-RAM. Which is odd because DDR is the better stuff. Marry it with a nice P4 board, such as Intel’s Billings model, and you have a cost effective, high-performance solution for those not wishing to go the whole hog and buy an 800MHz RD-RAM set-up. The motherboard may cost you a little more than an SD-RAM one, but 266MHz memory is always going to be a lot quicker than 133MHz, as well as being more pocket-friendly at the moment.

More so than RAM, arguably the hard drive is the most mission-critical (I love jargon, me) element of a system. Processors and PSUs may come and go, but when a HDD pops, especially if it’s not been backed up, you’re, in the words of Bernard Matthews, “stuffed”. As well as being a mechanical device that WILL wear out and break, they’re also a slow bit of PC architecture. UltraATA-133 drives have a theoretical maximum read or write of 133Mb per second and, working from cache memory, can momentarily peak near this. However, no drive can sustain these very high-speed data transfers. But there are ways around this bottleneck if you want to go looking for them. A nice fast drive is a good starting point, and 7,200rpm spinners are getting more popular all the time. Before Christmas I sold perhaps six slower (5,400rpm) ones for every quick one. This is now more like a 3:1 ratio, which is getting smaller as the price differentials between the two standards closes. Worth thinking about if you’re not unhealthily obsessed with building cheap systems, which I hardly need to add is a world apart from building systems cheaply.

Another way to squirt BBQ fluid onto your hard drive performance without burning money is to add a second drive and an ATA RAID controller. Set the card to RAID-0 (striping without parity checking) and as it writes it’ll put data as quickly as it can onto both drives. Similarly, when it reads, it reads two disks simultaneously, straight into the PCI bus. Wallop, instant red-hot performance enhancement! The downside is that there’s no fault redundancy (as there’s no parity checking with RAID-0) plus the cost of the card. On the upside, you still get the full capacity of both drives with this set-up because there’s no loss of storage space with this sort of RAID. I’m sure it’s not the right approach for most applications, but for a kick-botty demo machine, or for the customer with a love of high-performance consumer electronics and a chequebook up to the task, it’s worth a look. Plus, two 60Gb drives are cheaper than one 120Gb one, and the RAID controller shouldn’t be any more than, oh, £60-ish. 
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500 technical words for April, Dale. Feel free to move them about a bit.
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