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Tech

Awesome things in small packages

INSIDE

Take Note

We take two notebooks
for a serious test
drive. Are they
ready to play?
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97 Time to prove it!

Every few years, we dream about cramming a full desktop gaming expenence into a
notebook computer. Just imagine it: a fully equipped gaming rig that weighs less than most
people’s monitors. What keeps getting in the way? Progress—there’s the rub. Your standard-issue
desktop PC can change with the times. Just pop in the latest gee-whiz card du jour and you're
caught up. Notebooks haven't been able to make that claim—at least not yet.
Nevertheless, progress isn‘t exactly standing still for notebooks. While going toe-to-toe with
desktops remains out of reach, the differences between them—both in power and in price—shrink
every day. It's now possible to get a notebook with at least some upgradeability and minimal

compromise. ® Joe Rybicki

% " SHRINHAGE

The ongoing saga of
the incredible shrink-
ing machine:

’ .-! What's up with this little

fella? He's here as a reminder that last
month (GFW #6, pg. 92) we cracked open
the case on small form-factor PCs to see
how they tick—and check out if they are
suitable gaming rigs. The short answer:
absolutely. Now, can we squish down
notebooks and still get a good game
experience? Let’s find out!

BUYING INTO THE DREAM

Building a laptop from scratch is out of the ques-
tion. Yes, you can do it, with the help of a thou-
sand-dollar bare-bones laptop frame from Asus
(www.asus.com) or MSI (www.msicomputer.com),
but by the time you've configured it for gaming,
you're paying more than you would for a high-
end boutique-made machine—and getting less
for your money. It just doesn’t make sense.

Consider what the gaming-focused manufac-
turers are cranking out these days: VoodooPC
(www.voodoopc.com) and Alienware (www
2lienware.com) constantly duke it out for the
title of most powerful laptop. Machines like
Voodoo’s Envy W:201 and Alienware’s Area-51
m9750 wedge blazing processors and SLI video
into portable form-factors with huge screens.
As this arms race escalates, so do prices. Do you
have as much as seven grand in the bank to buy
a portable computer?

Luckily, it's now possible to score a solid game
machine from even the most vanilla corporate
outlet. By taking just a small step down you can
save as much as $4,000. Companies like Gateway
and Dell are putting out reasonably competent
machines for half, or even a third, of the price.

So, should you even buy a notebook computer?
Well, that’s a question only you can answer. You
need to go in understanding not just your own
needs but the benefits and limitations of what's
out there. Lucky for you, we've done a lot of the
legwork. Here's a lightning-fast breakdown of
what you need to find under the hood if you're
hoping to score an all-around solid machine that
won't break the bank.

Screening Room. Don‘t settle for less than a
17-inch WSXGA+ (1680x1050) LCD—and mov-
ing up to a WUXGA (1920x1200) resolution is
usually a small jump in price. Keep in mind that
getting games running silky-smooth at high
resolutions requires a little extra money and
video muscle. >

TWEAK THE CORPORATE
CRAP-PAD

If you're trying to game on a machine your
employer gave you, these tweaks may be
your best bet for squeezing some gaming
life out of that ho-hum notebook (after

all, most IT departments frown upon users
installing their own hardware). You won't
be parading your machine around at LAN
parties, but some optimzation just might
squeeze a few more months of gaming life
out of your corporate machine, and may
speed up even the most powerful machine.
Let’s take it step-by-step.

. Set a restore point. You don't want
to make the IT guys angry, right?

. Clean that spyware. Spybot-Search and
Destroy (www.safer-networking.org)
and Ad-Aware (www.lavasoft.com) are the two
leading spyware sweepers. They each have
slightly different detection methods, so for the
deepest system cleaning, run both of them.

' Tidy up running processes. While
we can expect our spyware scans to

eliminate the most bothersome processes,
there may still be some unnecessary items
running in the background. Check out
Process Library (www.processlibrary.com)
to determine what you don’t need.

Disable unneeded services. While you'll

find many sites that offer advice on
what to keep and what to trash, one of the
most helpful (and entertaining!) guides comes
from blogger “Jasonn™ (www jasonn.com).
Visit his Computer Help section for the article
“Tum Off Unnecessary Windows XP Services.”

. Defrag your hard drive. Of course,
you already do this on a regular basis,

right? Right?

- Turn off Windows' fancy graphical
effects. This frees up some memory

for the good stuff.

' Perform a full hard-drive install
whenever possible. This can reduce
load times and speed up gameplay.

. Aim lower. Remember: Be realistic.
You're sacrificing speed for the sake
of portability; you shouldn’t expect to be
able to play with all the graphical effects
maxed out. That's just crazy!

THE INCREDIBL,E SHRINHING GAME MACHINE!
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Graphic Violence. When it comes to graphics
cards, one maxim holds true: With great power
comes an even greater price tag. To feed that im-
age-hungry screen you're going to want a 256MB
GeForce Go 7900 GS. Step up to the 512MB

Go 7950 GTX and you'll get solid desktop-like
performance. As of press time, SLI (scalable link
interface) notebooks are available that double
your performance—Ilike SLI does on desktops—
and it'll only cost you an additional $400. Only?
Yeesh! Then there's the small matter of mobile
DirectX 10-friendly graphics cards—as in you
won't see one in a computer until early this sum-
mer. So all you Crysis-crazed gamers might want
to hang back a couple months.

Brain Power. The prices for processors vary a bit
more here, but a 2GHz Intel Core 2 Duo will do

just fine; you can move up to a 2.16GHz chip for a
nominal charge, but beyond that you're going to
start paying the bleeding-edge tax. It's probably not
worth making the upgrade until the 2.33GHz CPUs
start coming down in price.

Sweet Memory. When it comes to RAM, look

for at least 1GB on a single DIMM, though many
manufacturers are offering 2GB for a reasonable
premium. Just don‘t make the jump to 4GB of RAM.
That “bigger, better, faster, more!" mentality doesn't
Jive because you get seriously diminished retums on
your money.

Hard Driven. What is worth extra cash is a 7,200-
rpm hard drive. Available at 100GB sizes, 7,200-rpm
drives pick up the pace.

Wirelessness. Though it may or may not be a big
deal to you, be on the lookout for notebooks that
offer 802.11n support. Afraid you might be jump-

ing on the "n" bandwagon a little too soon? Some
mixed-standard devices still work with 802.11a, b,

and g standards.

The Bottom Line. All this can be yours for a
reasonable price—a mere $2,000 should buy you

a notebook with the specs you have here. It won't
blow your eyeballs out, but it'll hold its own with
reasonably recent games. Also, consider protecting
your mobile investment (being on the road means
added potential for damage) with a warranty. Just
make sure to do your research as to what you need
and what exactly the warranty covers.

NEW LIFE FOR OLD GEAR

Now, perhaps you don't have a spare two (or three
or seven) grand lying around the house, but you do
have a notebook that’s getting on in years, Can that

Jjalopy catch up with the 21st century? Within reason,

yes. There's not much standardization among laptop
manufacturers, so there’s not a lot you can tinker
with under the hood—but you'd be surprised how
much a few smart upgrades can help.

Did you know that the vast majority of laptop hard
drives spin at a paltry 5,400 rpm, and some even run
at 4,200 rpm? By companson, the desktop standard
is 7,200 rpm, and you can find gamer-focused desk-
top drives at speeds of 10,000 rpm (though laptop

YOUR TWEAHRING COITIPANION

Different types of laptops offer different degrees of upgradeability. Here are the kinds of performance improvements you can expect.

THE LIGHTWEIGHT

THE MIDLINE

THE DESKTOP REPLACEMENT

drives have yet to achieve this speed). This means
that, with a simple hard dnve swap, you could boost
your access time by as much as 70 percent.

Well, OK perhaps “simple” isn't the best way to
describe it. If you're used to the “open, swap, and
close” method of replacing desktop components,
you may be in for a bit of a shock, but it’s nothing
you can’t handle. First, pick up a new hard drive;
we recommend the 100GB 7,200-rpm Hitachi
Traveistar 7K100 (www.hitachigst.com). Now you'll
need to hunt around on them there Intertubes for
the proper way to open your laptop. Since each
manufacturer is different, there’s not much we can
do to help here; some notebooks offer hard drive
access from the bottom of the unit while others
require you to remove the keyboard to access the
components beneath. Just be prepared with your
smallest screwdnvers and a steady hand. You'll do
fine. We believe in you.

You should notice at least a small speed boost
upon upgrading your hard dnve, but RAM will
make your notebook feel like a new machine. It's
just a matter of getting the most performance for
your pennies. If your humble notebook boasts the
industry-standard 512MB of RAM—or, heaven
forbid, 256MB—you need to swap those sticks out,
stat! Many manufacturers make memory a bit more
accessible than the rest of your notebook’s innards,
providing handy doors on the underside to access
the goods. With RAM as cheap as it is these days
(expect to pay around $80 a gigabyte), there’s really
no reason not to upgrade.

And what about that videocard? Surely you can
just swap that out too, right? Trust us on this one
Ths is not a road you want to go down. Yes, it's

theoretically possible to upgrade video on a laptop.
Some older machines offered upgradeable cards
(which are now hopelessly out of date), but aside
from that small minority, you'd need to be an electn-
cal engineer to even get started. Of course, there are
always other options. For example, you could get
yourself a PC card-to-PCl adaptor, allowing you to
hamess the blazing speed of a PCl videocard (note
not PCle) for a mere $1,000. Or you could track down
a dock for your specific machine with similar func-
tions for a similar price._.but then you wouldn't really
have a portable machine, would you? Best to leave
this one alone. If your laptop’s video just can't hack
it, you're better off just picking up a new machine.

WAIT AND SEE
Of course, the state of the art’s always changing. As
laptop makers embrace smaller, newer technology,
today’s king of the mountain could be tomorrow’s
castoff. Imminent DirectX 10 support is just one fac-
tor. The overarching theme among the companies
we spoke to is simply more: more memory, more
hard drive space, and more support for gaming in
general—espedially from the manufacturers who
have traditionally been less focused on gaming.
“Getting into the gaming market and growing
though retail is very important,” says Dave McFar-
land, a product manager at Toshiba. “We're working
with game developers and gamers. Being mobile
and being able to play games is important to us.”

&

HP’s recent acquisition of gaming-PC powerhouse
Voodoo is indicative of this trend. Rahul Sood, chief
technologist of HP’s global gaming business, believes
laptop manufacturers are going to need to keep rais-
ing the bar to support gaming demand. “Vista sales
are going to be dniven by gaming, | believe,” he says.
“As a result of that, you need to have the graphics
power to be able to support it”

For some ideas of what to expect in the near
future, we turned to one of our own experts,
ExtremeTech.com’s big cheese—Loyd Case. “The
real question is ‘how large can notebooks become?™
he says. “We've already seen ‘laptops’ with 20-inch
widescreens. That's not a laptop, really, but some
kind of weird hybnd desktop-laptop...thing. The
sweet spot for high-end laptops will continue to be
17-inch wadescreen displays, but as CPUs and GPUs
become more capable, we hope to see better 154-
inch wadescreen laptops weighing under six pounds
that can handle most future games.” Case also cites
LED-fit screens and hybrid or all-Fash hard drives as
features to watch for as laptops evolve.

Will we get to the point where laptops can genu-
inely compete with desktops at similar pnce points
and configurations? "Anything is possible,” says HP's
Sood. "A few years ago, you never would have ex-
pected people to carry around this type of graphics
power in a notebook in the first place. The industry
changes. I'll never be surprised at what new comes
out of the industry.” e

YOUR SHOPPING COITIPANION

The laptop market straddies a wide range of price, power, and configurations. Here's what to expect at different price points.

THE LIGHTWEIGHT

THE MIDLINE

THE DESKTOP REPLACEMENT

Spyware scan

Purge unnecessary
processes, services

Defrag hard drive

Disable Windows
effects

Hard -drive install

Minimize game
configuration

Processor

If you've got an ultraportable or low-end
corporate machine, your options are limited.

If your machine is a modest performer—but
still a performer—you've got a bit more
headroom to stretch out

Desktop replacements still don't offer as
many upgrade options as true desktops,
but there’s definitely room to expand.

Significant improvement. With limited
resources, reclaiming just a few MBs
of memory and a few processor cycles
can make a substantial difference

Moderate improvement

Significant improvement. With a small

hard drnve, you've probably been uninstalling
old software whenever you add something
new. This leaves little bits all over your drive.
Moderate improvement

Minimal improvement. You probably don't
have the space

Significant improvement. Because you prob-
ably can’t run it at all otherwise,

Moderate improvement. You're not running
as close to the edge here

Moderate improvement

Moderate improvement

Minimal improvement. With more headroom
things like this just don't matter as much.

Moderate improvement

Minimal improvement

Minimal improvement, except for the most
system-intensive games

Minimal improvement

Minimal improvement

Minimal improvement
Moderate improvement

Minimal improvement

Probably not possible. Your mobo likely
doesn’t support anything faster than what's
in there now.

Don't even think about it.

Major improvement—but you may not be able
to go higher than a single 1GB DIMM

Significant improvement. Do it. Do it now.
Just make sure the drive will actually fit

Minimal improvement. May be possible, but
don't expect a huge leap in speed.

No chance.

Major improvement, You should be able to
move up to a comfortable 2GB without too
much of an investment

Moderate improvement. Most machines in
this class ship with 5400-rpm dnves.

Minimal improvement. If you bought a pricey
machine, chances are it has the most powerful
CPU the motherboard supports

You might get very, very lucky here and find
a machine with a swappable card. But you'll
probably pay through the nose for it.

Minor improvement. You should be able to
Jjump up to 4GB, but it'll cost you dearly, and
you may not feel it much at this point

Minimal improvement. You're probably
already running a 7,200-rpm drive.
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The dariing of the corporate set, this category’s
kght on wesght and power. Older games (and,
you know, Minesweeper) work fine, just don't
expect to play anything from the last couple years
without senous performance issues.
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Del Lattitude D620
HP Pavillion dv6000t

1.66GHz intel Core 2 Duo T5500

GeForce Go 7300 or simdar

LEL  512MB
LECRY Rl 60GB; 5,400 rpm
Nao il 141 inches: 1440x900 resolution
Approx. weight JERISS
e ey -l $1.200 to $1.400
WILL IT RUN_?
~Half-Life 2 ERES
—~World of ERENEICN
WarCraft
e R Not likely
of Heroes
—Supreme Nope

Commander

«.. The Elder Scrolls
IV: Oblivion

Keep dreaming, lod

Get into rea gaming temitory wathout dropping
too much green. A middle-of-the-road machine
balances pnce with performance. You'll find
plenty to0 keep you busy without embarrassing
yourself too much

Gateway NXS50XL,
Toshiba Satellite P100-S9752

2GHz Intel Core 2 Duo 77200

GeForce Go 7900 GS or similar
2GB

80GB; 7,200 rpm

17 inches; 1680x1050 resolution
9lbs

$1,800 to $2.900

Of course

Yes

Yes

Yes, but not at max settings

Nope

This is the state of the art. With SU and RAID
support n notebooks, these puppees will run
anything you can throw at them. However, you
will pay dearly for all that power. So, how badly
do you want the ballsiest notebook on the block?

Alienware Area-51 m3570,
Voodoo Envy W201

233GHz Core 2 Duo T7600 or
2GHz Turion 64 X2 TL-60

GeForce Go 7950 GTX (x2 in SLI)

2GB to 4GB

100GB (x2); 7,200 rpm

17 or 19 inches: 1920x1200 resolution
1Sibs

$4.000 to $7,000

Oh, yes

No doubt

With ease

Absolutely

Uke butter
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